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This book is a work of fiction, and any resemblance to 
persons living or dead is purely 


coincidental. 
Prologue: Days 


“Could have sworn you promised me a vacation.” Cannon 
Ashford ducked behind the 


palm tree as another gardening tool whizzed by his head. 


Crouched down beside him, Nick Paris managed to look 
affronted. “You’ve got the sand. 


You've got the sea. You’ve got...” 


“The madman with the machete.” Said machete sliced 
through the air, taking out two 


coconuts and the rain barrel at their side. 


“Consider it a little something extra from your boss.” Nick 
tossed a crooked smile in 


Cannon’s direction. 


From beneath the brim of his old Marine Corps cap, Cannon 
rolled his eyes. “Do | have 


to get out my paycheck again?” 
A hacksaw flew by. “Not really the time.” “Never is.” 
One an investigative reporter 


and the other a world-class photographer, the pair was 
World Geographic’s most in-demand team. The last month 
had found them exploring the thirty-three tiny islands of the 
Republic of Kiribati. The country’s president had recently 
made international news by declaring that his South Pacific 
nation would be the first to lose all its land to global 
warming. The islands were, in effect, sinking. World 
Geographic had immediately sent their best team to 
investigate and report. 


Nick, being one never to turn down an interesting job, had 
to convince his partner to put 


off their longplanned vacation for just one more month. 
Eventually Cannon had caved. 


The lunatic with the gardening shears had cemented the 
idiocy of the deal. 


“You know, we could just walk away.” Hunched down over 
his knees in the third hour of 


their “captivity,” Cannon knelt most uncomfortably in the 
sand. “A stroll down the beach at a full run is sounding 
mighty good to me.” 


With the ocean at their backs and endless white sands on 
either side, they were trapped 


behind two palm trees, a fuel barrel, and a clump of prickly 
brush. The islander holding them hostage with his collection 
of projectile tools sat on his front porch, only fifteen feet in 
front of the pair. The man was in his fifties, with a lifetime of 
anger in his arsenal and a well-soused mind as his anchor. 
He railed against the world with hoe, spade, and shovel. 


Nick and Cannon had apparently picked a poor time to visit 
this man’s island. He was the 


atoll’s sole remaining inhabitant. They hadn’t even made it 
to the front porch, let alone gotten a word out, before they 
got pummeled. Their lone saving grace was the fact that the 
islander was too drunk to stand. So, pinned to porch and 
palm, the standoff continued. 


Now lying on his belly, chin on his bent arms, Nick shook his 
head at Cannon’s idea of 


deserting, “I’d never hear the end of it.” 


“What?” 


“The lecture on missed opportunities.” With one hand, Nick 
fiddled with his camera. The 


fact that he had used just the same argument to get them 
stuck in this oddly barbaric situation, Nick hoped Cannon 
would ignore. 


“|I believe that’s how | got you in bed the first time,” Cannon 
defended. 


“Yeah.” Nick took a picture of a passing sand crab. “But it 
kind of loses its potency after that.” 


“Was that an insult?” Cannon squinted his blue eyes down 
at his lover in suspicion. 


r 


“| don’t know.” Nick smirked. “You're the writer. You tell me.’ 


Cannon didn’t have a chance. The whine of a motor boat 
broke over the gently lapping 


waves. Cannon perked up and smiled. “Do you hear that?” 


Hitching himself up on his elbows, Nick peeked over the 
fallen palm tree at their side and 


grinned. “Could that be the infamous police boat?” While 
Kiribati had no police cars, they did have a boat. One boat. 
Nick prayed that that noisy speck of garish colors and flags 
was it. 


“Cute little thing,” Cannon deadpanned as the single engine 
puttered to the shore. “Did 


you get a picture?” 


Nick didn’t spare the energy to roll his eyes. “Isn’t that why 
you drag me along to these 


things?” 


“Drag you?” Cannon dragged out ever so cleverly. “So 
you're saying that | am the boss? 


Sweet.” 


“Shut up and start yakking.” If there was anything Cannon 
Ashford could do, it was talk. 


His silver tongue had saved their asses an embarrassing 
number of times. Nick saw no reason to change the script 
now. 


Cannon laughed as he stood up and dusted the sand off his 
knees. “One of these days 


we’re going to have a long talk about oxymorons.” He raised 
his arms to the sky and took a step toward the police boat. 
After four weeks, the government knew them well and most 
likely knew this islander’s oddities as well. Besides, when it 
came to situations like this, surrender had always been 
Cannon’s favorite policy. 


Nick snickered as he prepared to follow his fearless leader, 
“One of these days, Ash...” 


There was a gunshot. 


A bullet ripped through twenty-five-year-old Cannon’s brain, 
killing him before his body 


hit the sand. 
Cannon Ashford would have no more days. 


Day 


OneChapter One: Buried Treasure and Pain 
One year later 


Nick Paris bounced along the Ukrainian road with one hand 
to his stomach and the other 


to the roll bar. His current mode of transportation was a 
Soviet-era military Jeep; the driver, a local police officer by 
the name of Lukhym. Nick was looking forward to parting 
company from both. He had arrived in Kiev some ungodly 
time that morning. After a mouthful of cold eggs and one 
entirely too large sip of black tea, Nick had found his way 
out of the airport and into the nearsighted care of stone- 
silent Lukhym Truss. Nick had located the man at the taxi 
stand 


holding up a World Geographic placard with the words “Paris 
Photographer” scrawled across the top. Nick had rolled his 
eyes, already imagining how many questions about the 
“City of Light” 


he’d have to dodge. He just hoped nobody tried to speak 
French to him. 


Nick, however, had quickly realized that wasn’t going to be 
a problem. Beyond the 


obligatory handshake and name exchange, his state- 
provided driver spoke hardly a word to him. 


The man seemed nice enough, but Nick couldn’t get more 
than a three-word answer out of the 


man. 


“| really appreciate this, Officer Truss.” Nick had attempted 
to chat him up as they made 


their way through the airport’s parking lot. 


Solemnly, the man had shaken his head as if a grave 
offense had just been committed. 


“Lukhym is all,” he had mumbled as he drew out a set of 
keys from his coat pocket. 


A few steps later, Nick had been silently introduced to their 
very green, very old 


transportation. Nick had reacted diplomatically, “Nice Jeep. 
Very vintage.” 


“Yes, old.” Lukhym, apparently, didn’t do diplomacy. 


Nick had tossed his bags into the Jeep and looked hard at 
the cushionless seat to which he 


was about to be subjected. He’d pasted on a “Kick me, l'm a 
tourist” grin. “So how long a 


sojourn are we looking at here?” 
That hadn’t even gotten a “Huh?” from Officer Truss. 


With less words and less gleaming teeth, Nick had tried 
again, “How long to the site?” 


“Five hours.” 
“In this?” 


“It will hold.” 


And it had. Nick’s stomach was another matter. While he 
had managed to keep the eggs 


and tea down, his gut was already flopping around like a fish 
on cement by the time the paved road had run out. 
Apparently the Soviets had foregone shock absorbers in 
favor of intimidating thunderous horsepower. So when the 
road had turned to a sporadic trail of gravel, Nick had 


become both deaf and nauseous. 
Damn, he was glad to be back in the game. 


Twelve torturous months had passed since Cannon’s murder. 
Nick would be the first to 


admit he’d spent the time hiding. Accepting only jobs in the 
United States, he had essentially buried his head in his 
home soil, banishing the rest of the world from his thoughts. 
He barely slept, hardly ate, and didn’t pick up a camera for 
months. World Geographic had been very professional about 
the whole thing. He was granted a leave of absence, offered 
a lawyer and a shrink, and had been given the cover for 
their year-end issue. Oh yeah, this was much better. 


Exactly five hours after leaving the airport—plus one stop 
for the Ukrainian version of 


antacids—soldier, photographer, and green beast pulled to a 
blessed halt on a particularly lofty steppe. 


The view was jaw-dropping. For miles, the grass-laden land 
rose and fell in gentle 


hiccups of hills. No roads scarred the land. No houses 
blemished the earth’s face. It was utterly serene, except for 
the holes. In what Nick guessed was a square acre of land, 


at least a dozen man-sized holes had been dug deep into 
the steppe. The pits were far from random; they were laid 
out on a perfect grid pattern. There was no doubt there was 
an archaeologist about. 


“The professor likes his holes,” Lukhym informed him in a 
fair imitation of English. 


Although Nick had taken a crash course in Ukrainian and 
knew enough of the language 


to survive, he was more than appreciative of the officer’s 
effort. The smile of gratitude still tugged at his lips as he 
reached down to the floorboard to grab his two bags. “Keep 
that up and they'll have you working as a translator too.” 
The best Nick could figure was that Lukhym 


served as the “catch all” lackey of the local police force. 
Nick somehow doubted that picking up a cameraman from 
the airport and hauling his ass across the steppes was 
considered a gold-star assignment. Poor bastard, Nick 
mused to himself. 


“You're early, | think. He talked of you coming later,” 
Lukhym commented in a mass 


exodus of words. 


Nick wondered if he imagined the accusation in the man’s 
voice. Brushing off his 


suspicions as fodder for nightmares rather than real 
concerns for the light of day, he explained with a 
conspiratorial wink, “Sometimes you get the best shots 
when you sneak up on people.” 


“The military here thinks the same,” Lukhym admitted 
guilelessly. 


Nick nodded and assured the honest man, “I'll remember 
that.” He gave the empty field 


of holes another look. “Maybe the good doctor went into 
town?” 


“No.” Lukhym pointed to a distant hunk of rusted metal. 
“His truck is here, so the 


professor is here.” 


Nick’s plans of roaring into the closest town for a taste of 
the local nightlife immediately hit a snag. Lukhym 
apparently recognized the look of distress. “Don’t worry. He 
is some driver.” 


Nick assumed that was supposed to be a compliment. 
“I will leave you here.” 


Nick assumed that wasn’t supposed to be a threat. Offering 
his hand, Nick tried to cement 


the civility. “Excellent driving, Lukhym. | appreciate your 
time.” 


The officer nodded and bade with a stone face, “I wish you 
luck, Mr. Paris.” He walked 


away, avoiding any reply. 


As Nick watched the Jeep and its driver melt into the 
horizon, he couldn’t help smacking 


his lips as he tried to rid himself of the uncomfortable 
aftertaste of just being warned. 


* OK OOK OX 


As the sound of the Jeep bled away into the distance, Evan 
Dyer, twenty-seven-year-old 


doctor of archaeology, sat in his hole and contemplated, 
“Knife or gun?” 


He didn’t think he had much time to decide so he went with 
his gut. Jamming the gun 


behind his back in the darkest corner of a mouse-sized crawl 
space, Evan unsheathed the hunting knife he perpetually 
carried on his belt. It was a worn, ugly thing that wouldn’t 
bring more than a nickel on any black market. The 
unsavories of the society wouldn’t give it another look—not 
until Evan slid its razor sharp blade through their skin, that 
is. 


Nick felt like a prairie dog in a strange town. Not quite sure 
what the etiquette was at 


archaeological sites, he chose to forego hollering, “I’m 
here!” and seeing what or whom popped up; instead 
choosing the reverential route of skulking quietly through 
the open graveyard. 


With bags over his shoulder and an excited thump to his 
heart, Nick began his search. 


The fifth hole held pay dirt. 


“Well, damn.” Here he stood in the Ukraine, on the 
windswept steppes of the Black Sea, 


staring down a hole at a sinfully gorgeous man sitting on his 
ass Staring right back up at him. The guy was all golden 
tanned skin and shimmering sweat. He wasn’t wearing a 
Shirt, his well-sculpted pecs and dark brown nipples baking 
in the midday sun. Medium-length strands of blond hair 
sizzled in the light. What Nick could see of his face was 
stern, classic, and fucking beautiful. 


The man sat there with his knees resting on either side of 
the hole while a low-slung pair of khaki cargo pants covered 
his spread-open legs. It could hardly have been a more 
inviting 


sight—except, of course, for that monstrous knife jutting out 
of his lap. The man held it in both hands at waist level, its 
rusty blade seeming to corrode even further as Nick spoke, 
“If you’re planning on fileting me with that thing, let me just 
warn you, I’m all bone.” 


Eyes that looked suspiciously dark green scrunched up 
warily into the sun at Nick’s back. 


“Who are you?” The voice was smooth but laced with 
sharpened steel. It sent a warm shiver 


down Nick’s spine. 


Getting his brain cells back in alignment, he croaked out 
roughly, “Nick Paris.” 


The man didn’t relax; in fact, the telltale muscle in his jaw 
flicked even more. “You're 


early.” 


Nick bristled, getting tired of all this unwelcoming crap. “And 
you're in a hole,” he 


condemned with an accusatory wave of his hand. Okay, it 
was admittedly not his strongest 


comeback. 


The man in the hole sighed. Then, lowering the knife tiredly 
to his lap, he laughed. 


“Well, Mr. Paris, you don’t usually find us archaeologists up 
trees.” 


The smile was contagious. Bending down, balancing his butt 
on his ankles, Nick smirked. 


“Nice knife, Professor.” 


Flipping it casually between his hands, Evan Dyer agreed, 
“Isn't it, though?” 


Nick had walked into this assignment knowing little more 
than the name of the 


archaeologist and the general theory behind what the guy 
was trying to accomplish out here on his own. Centuries 
ago, as the ancient Greeks were busy building Athens to its 
ultimate glory, there were these groups of nomads living, 
fighting, and basically just surviving over here around the 
Black Sea. The Greeks, in all their wisdom and xenophobia, 
had lumped all foreign people who didn’t speak Greek into 
the class of heathens called “Barbarians.” Today, even 
though the tribes’ names were known and better 
understood, the treasures they had buried in their royal and 
warrior tombs were still dubbed simply, “Barbarian gold.” It 
was a misnomer, of course. Silver, bronze, and iron were as 
prevalent as gold in these so-called treasure hordes, but the 
word “gold” 


sold more tickets to museum exhibits and begged more 
research grants out of colleges, countries, and private 
corporations. The assignment, “Barbarian Gold: One Man’s 
Journey into the 


Nomadic Past” had been born. 


World Geographic had immediately approached Nick with 
the opportunity, one they no 


doubt hoped would lure their most highly regarded 
photographer out of his self-imposed 


excommunication from the world. Nick had accepted their 
offer for one reason: it was a one-man job. No writer, no 
journalist, no help or back-up of any kind would be 
accompanying him on this job. Nick regarded this as his one 
shot at climbing back on the horse that had nearly broken 
him. 


One shot. Do or die. Nick had accepted this assignment on 
those terms alone. 


As the archaeologist was making no move to come out of 
the hole, or even stand up in it, 


Nick took the initiative. “Permission to jump in?” 


Evan cocked his head to the side, allowing a handful of 
shiny blond strands to fall into his left eye. With a grunt of 
frustration, he quickly shoved them aside in a move no 
doubt perfected over the years. “Really?” he asked with all 
measure of disbelief. 


“Really.” It looked like fun. 


Evan grinned. “Absolutely!” Pushing himself back up to his 
feet, he allowed just enough 


room for the photographer to carefully maneuver himself 
down into the ten-foot-by-four-foot hole. 


Doing his best not to make an ass of himself, Nick tried to 
take the descent slowly. He 


failed. Flopping down on to the ground with as much grace 
as a beached tuna, he brought down a good chunk of the 
pit’s side wall with him. The dust settled around him 
damned slowly. 


“Could have used the ladder, you know?” Evan commented 
dryly. At Nick’s confusion, 


Evan nodded to the wall behind him, where an idle rope 
ladder hung. 


A lesser man would have blushed. Nick simply smiled. “Real 
men jump.” 


Evan's lips twitched. 


Nick shoved his fists into his front jeans pockets to hide 
what was currently twitching on 


him. Damn, but the man was fine! Nick hadn’t felt such a 
lust-laden rush since—“So, whatchya doin’, doc? Making 
mud pies?” Nick cheesed up his best smile. It was the surest 
way he knew of shoving distance between two people 
straying a little too close together. For most of the past year, 
he had gotten the maneuver down pat. In this way alone, 
Nick was a master manipulator, albeit a lonely one. 


At this point, however, it was clear Evan was quickly 
learning not to give a shit what 


Nick was. “Apparently all I’m doing, Paris, is sharing body 
heat with a wise ass.” With a 


disappointed sigh, Evan turned and went back to his work. 
“Let me know when you need 


something shiny to photograph. Until then...” 


“Noted.” Nick drew a breath. He knew he was 
overcompensating his nerves, his fears— 


hell, his everything—by being a jerk. Nick had a gut feeling 
this guy really didn’t deserve it. 


Clinching his eyes shut for a moment, he re-opened them 
when he'd regained some semblance of control. “Sorry.” His 
voice held nothing less than sincerity. 


Obviously surprised at the apology, Evan turned around 
Slowly. After scrutinizing the 


man before him, Evan’s face softened, as did his words. 
“Sorry about your partner.” The look of surprise on Nick’s 
face was hardly avoidable. Evan confessed tightly, 
“Research, Mr. Paris. It’s my kink.” 


“Kink?” It was probably the only thing in the world that Evan 
could have said at that 


moment to bring a smile back to Nick’s face. “Interesting 
way of putting it.” He laughed, 


surprised that the sting from Cannon’s mention was already 
fleeting. He offered his hand to the archaeologist in growing 


warmth. “And it’s Nick.” 


He grasped Nick’s hand easily. “Evan,” he countered as he 
held the hand longer than 


custom usually dictated. Shaking himself out of the weird 
stupor they both seemed to be falling in, Evan turned back 
to the dirt wall. Smearing dirt across his forehead in an 
attempt to wipe the sweat from his brow, he casually 
commanded to the man now loitering at his back, “Lose the 


clothes.” 


Nick nearly swallowed his tongue. “Excuse me?” he 
squeaked in, of course, all manner 


of machismo. 


Impatiently glancing over his shoulder, Evan sighed. “If 
you're planning on actually 


staying down here, strip. Heatstroke, | don’t need. Do you?” 


Ignoring the brand of “idiot” currently stamped to his 
forehead, Nick agreed. “No, of 


course not.” 


Although Evan didn’t say a word, Nick swore he heard a 
chuckle. 


“Pushy bastard,” Nick grumbled as he yanked the black T- 
shirt over his head. He looked 


down at his jeans, deciding there was no way he was 
removing a layer of cover between the 


innocent professor and his oh-so-guilty dick. 


“Ready?” Evan asked without looking. 
“Yeah.” 
“Kneel down.” 


Nick’s cock commenced calisthenics. Before the two men 
carried on, he thought it best to 


ask, “Any other kinks | should know about, Doctor?” 


With his back still to Nick, Evan laughed as he shook his 
head. “Hardly. I’m probably the 


most boring person you've ever met.” 


Nick immediately relaxed and smiled. “Nah. That title goes 
to my Aunt Sissy. The 


woman collected beans.” 


“Beans?” Evan darted a startled look over his shoulder, “As 
in...” 


“Pintos.” 
Evan grinned. 


The event was spectacular, and pushed all of Nick’s seldom- 
used buttons. Once breath 


and shaft were both back under control, Nick eased down 
beside the professor. Squinting, Nick hesitatingly touched 
the wall of dirt and muck. “So, what am | looking at?” 


“My hidey-hole.” 


That was about the last thing Nick expected him to say, and 
he had to admit it pleasantly 


tweaked his curiosity. He leaned a little closer to the wall, 
his hands carefully searching out any kind of opening. He 
found nothing. Just as he was about to admit failure, two 
richly tanned though thoroughly dirty hands joined his. He 
watched Evan’s fingers dance across the makeshift wall with 
the grace and knowledge of a pianist across a baby grand. A 
fist-sized rock quickly fell into Evan’s hand. 


Reaching inside the opening, Evan first brought out a 
handgun and tucked it into his 


waistband. Nick narrowed his eyes in surprise but didn’t 
comment. Next out was a GPS, a small digital recorder, and 
finally a small knapsack held together with a weathered 
leather tie. Evan dropped the bundle in Nick’s lap with a 
lopsided grin. “My buried treasure, Nicholas.” 


Quirking his brow for only a moment at his rarely used full 
namer, Nick quickly turned 


his attention to his lap. With his long silent curiosity 
twitching up a storm, he reached into the bag and pulled out 
a handful of gold. Little gold camels, to be exact. They were 
only about two inches in height and not much more in 

width. They were basically flat, their depth barely a half an 
inch. Their most striking feature, however, was the brilliant 
gold out of which they had been so carefully sculpted. Nick 
had never seen anything like them. “What are they?” he 
whispered as he fingered each one delicately. 


“We call them plaques. The peoples of the Black Sea used 
them to decorate objects, like 


bowls or drinking vessels. Some were attached to weapons, 
others stitched into clothing. There are literally millions of 
these little guys buried off these coasts.” 


“All camels?” Nick held one dromedary up to the sunlight. 


“No.” Evan reached into Nick’s lap for a camel of his own. 
“Anything your heart can 


imagine, you’re likely to find here in gold.” 


“Wow,” Nick gasped, not quite sure himself whether he was 
wowing the little gold 


animal or Evan’s hand so close to Nick’s own buried 
treasure. 


“Yeah,” Evan breathed. “Wow.” 


Nick glanced to his side and caught Evan’s rich green eyes 
dancing in pure academic joy. 


“I want to be an archaeologist,” Nick suddenly piped up. If 
digging up some old gold could bring that kind of soothing 
euphoria to a soul, Nick was all in. 


“You mean, sweaty, dirty, and exhausted?” Evan raised his 
brow in a most infuriatingly 


innocent and fiercely appealing manner. 


This man was going to drive his cock stark raving mad. “Oh, 
yeah. Add sticky to the 


equation and l'Il even buy the beer.” Nick winced. 
Apparently his mouth had already crossed that /oco line. He 
opened his mouth, prepared to explain away his remark and 


regain some standing with a man he was going to have to 
work with professionally for weeks, when Evan 


took the so-called bull by its horns. 
“You catch?” 
Nick felt his ass hit the ground. 


Evan Dyer was a direct man. Oh, he could play the political 
game when it was needed; he 


had an uncanny ability of knowing what needed to be said 
and when. It was an advantage Evan had used to its fullest 
as he had jockeyed his way up the scholastic realms. Not 
Surprisingly, he had come out on top. Unfortunately, he had 
also come out alone. The directness that he clung to in his 
personal life, a life he simply refused to allow politicking to 
enter, ran most people away. 


Most, but not all. 


Unfortunately, judging by the pasty-faced reaction, it looked 
like Nick Paris was going to 


be one of those runners. 


“Sorry,” Evan apologized. “It was a stupid question and 
none of my business. | hope it 


won't affect this project.” “This project” was a large financial 
grant by World Geographic. Iin exchange for their backing, 
Evan was allowing one of their best photographers unlimited 
access to the excavation. All the degrees and accolades 
Evan had earned over the years did little to pay for an 
actual dig. Grants were an archaeologist’s bread and butter, 
and grants like World Geographic’s came along once ina 


scholar’s lifetime. In short, Evan needed that money and 
needed Nick Paris to stay happy and not to cause a ruckus. 


Nick knew that, too. With ass still firmly in dirt, he now sat 
there looking smug. He 


knew he had Evan over the barrel. 


“Give me back my camel,” Evan said as he made a grab for 
the gold plaque. 


With a malicious grin, Nick swiped it out of his reach. “You 
were going to whore 


yourself out for this little guy?” 
“What!” 


“Not whore in the physical, fun sense,” Nick assured, “but 
whore in that damned integrity 


sense.” He fingered the gold creature. “This guy really mean 
that much to you?” 


Evan wasn’t about to get pulled into a heart-to-heart 
without getting what he wanted. 


“You never answered my question, Nick,” he challenged 
with a little play to his lips 


Nick met him head on. “Yes. | catch, pitch too.” He even had 
the audacity to wink. 


Evan readjusted his pants. He couldn’t say he was surprised 
by the answer but he was 


quite impressed by his bluntness in telling it. Just as Evan 
was Starting to feel all warm and fuzzy toward the guy, Nick 


got pushy. 


“Now, professor, answer mine.” Slowly, Nick set the camel 
on Evan’s thigh, his deep 


sapphire eyes nailing Evan to the spot. 


Caught for a moment in the potential of the photographer’s 
strong fingers on less-clothed 


parts of his body, Evan left the hand-warmed plaque where 
it laid. He stared down at the camel with unabashed pride. 
“Yes, this freaking little guy means a lot to me. Every one of 
these things | dig up justifies another day of field work to 
the people with the checkbooks. And | hate to say it, but | 
like to eat.” 


Nick wasn’t buying it. “Bet you could find a nice, cozy 
classroom somewhere. All the 


cafeteria food your beer gut could stand.” The 
photographer’s eyes had drifted southward. 


Evan could almost feel the hard gaze rake across his 
sculpted abs. He swallowed back 


his own smug smile. “I may /ike to eat, but | /ove to dig. 
Huge fucking difference, Nicholas.” 


“Nicholas?” 
Evan twitched his shoulder, tossing out a crooked grin. 


Nick just rolled his eyes. “We done with the questions for 
now? I'd like to get my camera 


out and play.” 


“Sure.” Evan couldn’t help but grin at the man’s honest 
enthusiasm. “I’ve still got a 


couple of mud pies to make before | call it a day.” 


* OK OK OX 


Hours later, two hot, sticky, half-naked and half-aroused 
men crawled from the stifling 


earth. 


While Nick studiously ignored his own condition, he was 
finding it damned hard to 


ignore the professor’s. Having a zoom lens wasn’t really 
helping matters. He had restrained himself through the 
photographing of all twenty of the little gold camels. He’d 
even managed to do a complete and thoroughly exciting 
study he entitled “Archaeological Tools of the Holed,” 


without a lens straying to any golden, glistening skin. In the 
final act, however, it wasn’t a real surprise that Nick’s 
platonic efforts were eventually shot down and stir fried. 
The culprit? A pair of dark forest-green eyes. 


While Nick was busy clicking away at anything and 
everything inanimate in the pit, Evan 


had carried on with his digging, brushing, and sketching in 
the solitude of his own private world. 


Lost in the heat of his archaeological doodling, Nick doubted 
the professor even remembered he was there. No emotion 
was Shielded. No expression was guarded. Excitement, 
frustration, 


disappointment, and contentment all played across the rich 
green pools with the subtlety of a feather across cream and 
the beauty of a maestro’s touch. Once those eyes had 
tripped him up, Nick didn’t have a hope in hell of ignoring 
the lips. From there, things quickly went downhill. 


There was the jawbone, the dip and play of the Adam’s 
apple, the long and strong collarbone, the sculpted chest, 
the nipples, the six-pack, the navel, the sweat-kissed skin 
disappearing under the low waistband of his pants—then, 
finally, there was that bulge. Thick and growing, it cast 


shadows that made Nick’s lips tremble. 


“You okay?” It had been the first thing Evan had said in 
hours. “You ready to get out of 


here? The shower’s not hot, but it is wet.” 


Nick had swallowed and tried to sound unaroused. 
[M1]“Sure, | could use a good scrub 


down.” Nick cringed and immediately blushed down to his 
fuck-mongering cock. “Ah, you 


know what | mean.” 


Evan glanced at him, nodded, then headed up the rope 
ladder. “Know exactly what you 


mean, Nick,” he said over his shoulder as he and his hellfire 
hot ass climbed slowly up the swinging rungs. 


Nick had suddenly begun to suspect he was being played a 
fool. Once the archaeologist 


and his fine assets had made it to the top, Nick had 
scrambled up the ladder. A helping hand awaited his arrival. 
Nick ignored it and crawled out all by himself. He was 
working up a good head of mad when Evan suddenly took 
the offensive. 


“You looking for a fuck, Nick?” Left thumb hooked to the 
waistband of his khakis, right 


hand brushing back blond strands from green eyes, Evan 
looked like some svengali’s wet dream. 


By all rights, Nick should have buckled. Pants should have 
been being shoved down to ankles, tongues should have 
been being shoved down hungry throats, dicks should have 
been jumping to rigid attention, then weeping to be 
manhandled and sucked. 


But Nick knew there were a hell of a lot of should-have- 
beens in this fucked-up world. 


This was just going to be another one of them. “No,” he 
answered without stumbling. It may not have been a lie, but 
it was a hell of a long way from the truth. 


For his part, Evan looked relieved. “Good. Neither am I.” 
Flashing a quick though tired 


smile, he bent down and began busying himself with his 
Supplies. 


“Good.” Nick snapped, suddenly in a shitty mood. He 
grabbed his shirt and stuffed it 


back over his head. “Glad we cleared that up.” 


Evan was again lost in his work, barely acknowledging the 
pronouncement with a nod. 


Once the most important essentials were back in acceptable 
order, Evan stood back up and asked as casually as if they 
had just been discussing the weather, “Mind if | shower 
first?” 


“Go right ahead.” Nick could play civil and un-horny too. 


With a wave of his hand toward the larger of the two tents, 
Evan called over his shoulder, 


“Put your stuff wherever.” Then the sneaky, no-good, 
gorgeous bastard dropped his pants right there for the world 
and, most importantly, a civil and un-horny Nick to see. 


“Son of a...” All thought was sucked right out of his head as 
Professor Evan Dyer then 


dropped his briefs. Besides having ass cheeks of 
mouthwatering perfection, the thighs of a 


marathon runner and the come-fuck-me hips of a porn star, 
there wasn’t a tan line on that man’s entire body. “How the 
hell does he manage that?” was the last sane thought he 
had for quite a while. 


* OK OOK OX 


For a man who had just mooned a former Soviet-bloc nation, 
Evan Dyer was amazingly 


cool-headed. While most of the world would read this as 
damning evidence of Evan’s inflated ego and the cock-tease 
moniker Nick was currently cursing him with, most of the 


world would be wrong. To put it bluntly and in an admitted 
cliché, the professor was, well, absentminded. 


Brilliant and cock-sure of himself when all his brain cells 
were firing, when Evan reached a state of exhaustion, his 
intellect, people skills, and common sense simply dissolved 
away in his sweat. 


Luckily for the man and his stellar reputation, Evan rarely 
allowed himself to reach that point. 


He knew how to pace himself, had been governing himself 
for years, but one afternoon with 


Nick Paris and all his senses wept out of his dick. Literally. 


Case in point: “You looking for a fuck, Nick?” Apparently that 
ingrained filter that 


separates what you’re thinking from what you’re saying had 
went the way of his brains. Sure, he was curious. He’d even 
admit to being instantly attracted to the man. Hell, he’d 
even go as far as saying he was inflamed by Nick. 
Throughout his twenty-seven years, however, he’d had the 


“hots” for lots of men, but the number of times he’d actually 
acted on these feverish impulses Evan could count on one 
hand. He didn’t do flings. He did that old-fashioned thing 
called a relationship. Nick Paris, however, was still bleeding 
from his last one. So, there would be no fuck; asinine 
question or not, fading brain activity or not. End of story—if 
only the professor wasn’t being absentminded. 


As Evan had stepped into the pup tent that served as the 
camp’s shower, he never made 


the connection that he had just given Nick, the man he’d 
just declared his disinterest in, an eyeful of archaeologist 
ass. It was with this laughable but honest innocence that 
Evan turned on the water. 


The showerhead surrendered its water with a whine anda 
low hiss. Evan rolled his eyes 


at the overdramatic plumbing and stepped into the 
lukewarm stream of wet. Thank God it was 


summer when hot water didn’t hold as much appeal as in 
the neighboring seasons. In his current state of filth, 
however, he would have settled for a shower of wet snow. 
All shriveled-up parts of his anatomy he could warm back up 
once they were clean. In fact, he wouldn’t mind some 


hands-on assistance with that very effort from his new 
bunkmate. 


Sticking his head under the limp stream of water, Evan tried 
to wring that thought out of 


his head. While Nick Paris was a damned attractive man, it 
was obvious he was also still a soul in mourning. Oh, the 
photographer might put on a great show, but Evan could 
see the cracks. 


Nick was barely holding on and Evan sure as hell wasn’t 
going to be the man to push him over that well-defended 
edge of control. Nope, he had enough problems of his own. 
Nick was going to have to look elsewhere for salvation. 
However, that didn’t mean Evan couldn’t use Nick’s 
undeniably mouthwatering body as fresh jerk-off meat. 


“Jerk-off meat?” Evan repeated to himself with an amused 
wince. When his own piece of 


“meat” twitched in a non-verbal reply of “Oh, yeah!” Evan 
dropped his head and laughed. From then on, he let his 
fingers do the talking. 


* OK OOK OX 


A tent-flap away, Nick was having a very similar 
conversation with himself and his cock. 


While Nick had been fully prepared to initiate the old 
standby strategy of “out of sight, out of mind,” he had not 
made a contingency plan for the “open flap; damn sun” 
scenario. Sitting in the camp’s lone fold-up chair facing the 
fading sun, Nick unintentionally had found himself with a 
perfect view of the shower tent. The first problem with this 
situation arose when the glowing ball of celestial light sunk 
just low enough on the horizon to silhouette, with 
astounding detail, the naked and stutteringly well-hung 
archaeologist. Oh yeah, Nick was pretty much speechless 
for the initial wetting down of the acres of Evan’s skin 
behind that tent flap. Nick had just begun to recover enough 
of his wits to talk down his “jumping to conclusions” 
erection, when the wind caught just enough of the shower 
tent’s flap to provide Nick with a scandalous peek inside. 


Nick’s dick nearly did a cartwheel. He stood up, then 
immediately bent over at the waist. 


The hard-on had hit him like some freaking missile, silent 
but with enough oomph to cut a man down at the knees. 
Dignity be damned; he was seriously considering ripping 
open his jeans and letting nature take its carnal course. In 
an act of growing desperation, Nick balled his hands into 
fists and shoved them deep into his front jeans pockets. 


It was a tight squeeze in that denim. 


Any man would have forgiven the slight shimmy. 


Before Nick’s strategy of shimmy and shake even had a 
chance in hell of working, Evan 


Dyer’s hand went for his cock. 
It was all over then but the coming. 


Nick didn’t even stick around for the professor’s hand-to- 
dick action; he made a beeline 


for the supply tent. Hell, he knew it wasn’t appropriate and 
it sure as shit wasn’t professional, but sometimes there was 
no choice but total surrender. 


The surrender didn’t take long.Evan, meanwhile, was taking 
the proverbial slow boat to 


bliss. Right hand wrapped firmly around his gently throbbing 
member, Evan ran his left hand lazily across his soapy 
chest. Every now and then a nipple would be flicked by a 
playful thumb, but there was no rush. He loved bringing 
himself up to a slow but steady boil. He could literally linger 
on that edge for hours. Whenever impatience got his hand 
pumping a little too fast, the certainty of a world-jarring 
orgasm at the end of the long, hot journey slowed that hand 
right back on down. 


He was a master at this game. 


With jeans and black briefs tangled up at his ankles, Nick 
was valiantly losing the game. 


He was leaning up against some table full of shovels and 
brushes and who the hell cared what else. Ramming his 


painfully engorged dick through his fist like a piston in an 
overheating 


engine, the only thing on Nick’s mind now was getting 
himself off as quickly as possible. 


Sucking on his lower lip, trying his damnedest not to cry out 
like some animal in heat, he 


squeezed his eyes shut. Faster and faster, harder and 
rougher than he’d ever frigged himself before, sweat rolled 
down his flushed face. His breathing ragged, his mind now 
throbbing 


through the long vein of his penis, Nick pried his lips apart 
and hoarsely cried out one name... 


“Cannon.” 


As long white streams of Nick’s seed spewed from his 
Spasming cock, one hot, lonely 


tear tumbled down his cheek. 


* OK OOK x 


Evan threw back his head and moaned from the deepest 
depths of his being. Nick Paris’s 


substantial attributes were outflanking him. The thick sandy 
brown hair, the playful tug of his full lips, the broad 
shoulders, the stone-hard nipples, the abs, the green eyes, 
the raucous smile. 


One asset alone, Evan’s body could have handled, but 
combined together they were as lethal as a Molotov cocktail 


to his self-heralded control. Evan, the master of the game, 
was going to come, the hunter felled by the hunted. 


In a sudden act of feral madness, in a punishment to no 
crime but desire, Evan clawed his 


fingers deep into his chest and raked down his hand from 
his nipple to his navel. 


The skin tore beneath his shortly shorn nails. 
The blood came quickly. 
But Evan came quicker. 


Nick collapsed to his knees. Still trapped high on the waves 
of orgasm, he swallowed 


back a damning wail. The sob he would never acknowledge, 
but the insight ripped from his soul he vowed never to 
forget. 


It was over. Nick Paris was giving up. For a year he had tried 
to move on. For a year he 


had tried to find another, any other. No matter the newness 
of the body, however, no matter the uniqueness of the soul 
behind the tempting dick, try as he goddamn might, every 
time he fucked a man, even in his imagination, Nick ended 
up fucking a ghost. 


He couldn’t do it anymore. 


He wouldn't. 


* OK OOK OX 


With towel held tight to his chest, Evan Dyer stepped out of 
the shower and walked 


silently away. 
Chapter Two: Red Herrings 


The cab of a rusted-out 1972 truck was hardly the ideal 
place to sulk, but it would do. 


Nick slipped into the driver’s seat and closed the door as 
quietly as a junker on its last legs would allow. He didn’t 
need Dyer popping up with a brand-new slew of dick- 
twitching questions a la 


“You looking for a fuck, Nick?” 


He sighed, plunked his forehead against the top of the old 
steering wheel and kept on 


breathing. He was an old hand at that breathing part. After 
all, folks could say that was all he’d been doing for the last 
year. Nick closed his eyes. “Maybe they were right.” 


He could still smell Cannon’s blood like it was coating the 
inside of his nostrils. 


Shouldn’t that be something he was over by now? Wasn’t 
twelve months time enough for at least some of the most 
gruesome details to fade into something bearable, 
something he could at least put into words and spit out of 
his body? He thought he’d worked through some of the 
stuff. He thought he’d moved on just a little this past year. 
But maybe all he had done these last months was breathe? 


Nick breathed now—and smelled Cannon’s blood. 


With a roar, he fisted his right hand and punched a hole 
through the old truck’s 


dashboard. 
The glove compartment popped open. 


Cradling his bruised hand against his chest, Nick reached 
over with his left to slam the 


thing back shut. Unfortunately, his eyes were quicker than 
his hand. Sitting in the glove box, underneath a cell phone, 
was a picture of Cannon Ashford. 


Paling to the point of nearly puking up his guts, Nick slowly 
reached in and touched it. 


He had immediately known what it was. He’d been avoiding 
the damned thing for six months. 


With a trembling hand, Nick pulled out the special year-end 
issue of World Geographic, Cannon’s life and his murder the 
cover story. 


There were no words on the cover but Cannon’s name and 
the years of his birth and 


death. 
Nick crumbled the pages a little within his bruised hand. 


The picture was one Nick had taken. Nick remembered the 
moment perfectly. Cannon 


had been jotting down some of his endless notes, the ever- 
present blue leather notebook propped up on his knee. They 
had just landed in Kiribati, had literally just gotten off the 
plane when Cannon had spotted a lone tree by the runway. 


With his nose and his attention already glued to the pages, 
Cannon had traipsed over to its sparse shade and plopped 
down beneath it. Leaning his back against the trunk, he’d 
set his notebook on his knee and had started madly making 
notes to himself. Nick had tried to call him back, begging for 
him to consider the air-conditioned bar just inside the small 
terminal. Cannon hadn’t answered him; he’d simply waved 
Nick off and went 


back to his words. 


Not about to leave the fool out on the tarmac by himself, 
Nick had dragged their luggage 


over to the chosen shady spot and yanked out his camera. 
Perturbed with his partner, and at that moment life in 
general, Nick had started snapping pictures of the stupidest 
things: a beetle toting a grain of sand across the cement, a 
cloud that looked suspiciously like a wildebeest, the leaning 
radar tower spinning around in the bright blue sky—and 
Cannon, sitting under a tree, writing. 


It had been the perfect shot and a perfect accident. Nick 
hadn’t planned it. Nick hadn’t 


considered the way the sun played softly off of Cannon’s 
blond hair. Nick hadn’t noticed the briefest sparkle of blue 
captured in Cannon’s downturned eyes. The ball cap 
plopped on 


Cannon’s other knee, the alluring shadow of his collarbone, 
the way the muscles in his arms flexed in perfection—all of 
these things were pure accidents. 


Nick was sure the tear that just rolled down his cheek was 
an accident too. 


* OK OOK OX 


Avoiding a man in a two-man camp was a damned hard 
thing to do. Evan Dyer looked 


over his shoulder again as he topped the height of the 
nearest steppe and disappeared behind its other side. He 
was half dressed, his clean shirt draped over his bare arm. 
Settling himself down on the grassy hill, he dropped the 
first-aid kit between his now splayed-out legs. Rustling 
around inside the plastic box, Evan quickly retrieved a tube 
of antibacterial gunk and a couple of waterproof bandages. 
As he looked down at his chest in disgust, he muttered to 
the still air, “This is going to hurt.” 


Five minutes later, bottom lip still gnashed between teeth, 
Evan examined his rarely used 


M.A.S.H. skills. He cringed. “One more thing | suck at.” 


Three bandages crookedly covered the deepest of his 
scratches. The rest were all smeared 


with the gooey, stinging stuff by which all mothers swore. 
His chest looked pitiful and he was already beginning to 
itch. 


Sliding the soft cotton shirt over his head and down across 
his piss-poor handiwork, Evan 


let out a moan. 
He looked over his shoulder once again. 


Thoroughly irritated with his skittishness, not to mention his 
newly uncovered 


masochistic tendencies, Evan flopped down on his back 
across the cool, soft grass. 


He was tired—bone tired, he might even say. He had been 
working the site for three 


months, two of them alone. The first month he had been 
accompanied by the departing 


archaeologist, an old man with one tooth and a brilliant but 
fading mind. Although he had never asked, Evan wouldn’t 
be surprised to dig up a lost set of the guy’s teeth one day. 
Evan smiled as he thought of him. “Probably going to be me 
some day,” he said under his breath and chuckled as he 
drew his shirt farther down his arms. The first chilled breeze 
of the coming night had just brushed by. 


Evan pushed himself back up, knowing he needed to get the 
campfire going before too 


long. 
He looked over his shoulder again. 


He really didn’t want to go back yet. Even if it was only 
going to be for a few weeks, 


Evan didn’t do the whole sharing-a-life thing well. Frankly, 
he stunk at it. He enjoyed solitude. 


He enjoyed having limitless time to think, not having to hear 
anybody’s voice but his own. He somehow doubted Nick 
Paris was a guy into quiet contemplation. Evan knew, 
however, that to 


keep this dig going, he was going to have to suck it up and 
let Nick in. Evan winced. “Not 


exactly the way | meant to put it.” 


* OK OK OX 


The sun was a dim memory, its oranges and reds having 
fled into the Ukrainian night. 


Hours had passed. Now, Nick sat alone in the main tent, a 
kerosene lantern casting a 


static glow around him as he thumped the end of a pencil 
against his forehead. The same damn thoughts still bounced 
around in his head. 


He’d thought he was ready. When he took this job, 
thousands of miles from the hidey- 


hole his home had become, he thought he was ready to 
move on. He sighed. “Kind of shot that theory to hell.” 


Refusing to think back on his little meltdown in the truck, he 
concentrated on his big 


fuck-up in the supply tent instead. Oh, yeah, his sex life was 
definitely a safer territory to tread than his heart. So, 
without further ado, Nick dived headfirst into the subject of 
his future fucking. 


Thunk! went pencil to forehead. 


First of all, his major concern had already been successfully 
addressed. After Cannon’s 


death, while Nick hadn’t been looking to hop into the sack 
with the first dick that twitched his way, he had been 
anxious to see if the opportunity did arise, and if he’d arise 
too. Mission accomplished there. He’d come so hard in that 


storage tent that his teeth were still rattling. Nope, there 
was no problem with his superior down below. 
Unfortunately, his brain had gone AWOL, 


leaving an emotional mine field in its stead—and apparently 
an overabundance of military jargon on his tongue. Terrific. 


Thunk! Thunk! went the damn pencil on his damn head. 


Sure, he could get it up, get it off, and even come back for 
more, but what he couldn’t do 


was get his brain cells around the idea of fucking any man 
other than Cannon Ashford. How 


stupid was that shit? 
Thunk! 


Okay, maybe he couldn’t be in love with a man other than 
Cannon. No problem. Nick 


wasn’t into the emotional mumbo-jumbo anyway. He wasn’t, 
and had never been, looking for a 


soul to hold his hand through the ups and downs of life. 
Nope. More or less, he was looking for a good fuck ona 
regular basis. Cannon had been an anomaly, a hole-in-one 
shot off two trees and down a pelican’s beak. 


Great. Golf analogies. 
Thunk! 


Fine. If his head was going to play that way, his body would 
just have to out-strategize it. 


The course of action would be a tricky one, hell on his 
neglected ass and damning on his favorite fantasies, but 
Nick Paris was nothing if not a stubborn bastard. 


Thunk! 


He’d get his rocks off, often and well, thank you very fucking 
much. 


Thunk! 
He’d just switch teams. 
THUNK! 


“Ow!” Nick said as he rubbed the sore spot deeper into his 
Skull. 


“You're going to break that pencil.” Evan slipped into the 
tent with the ease of a familiar and the stealth of a cat. 


Nick nearly jumped out of his skin. Usually, he was an alert 
sort of a guy, but making 


life-altering decisions like choosing breasts over balls could 
be distracting to a man. 


A smirk danced across the professor's lips before 
disappearing behind an apology anda 


tease of an explanation. “Sorry, my dad was Special Forces. 
| guess some of it rubbed off.” 


Nick’s curiosity was stroked. This was a new wrinkle. “So, 
you're saying that you can 


kill me with your toe?” 


“Actually,” Evan tossed Nick a bottled water, “it takes two 
toes.” 


“Smart ass,” Nick grumbled despite the smile he could feel 
tugging at his lips.. 


As Evan stepped more into the lantern’s light Nick could see 
that the young professor 


looked better. At their dinner over the small campfire, Evan 
had looked almost flushed. Nick hoped to God the man 
wasn’t coming down with a fever. Giving Evan a sponge 
bath would be 


hell on his newly found “arrow straight” resolve. Sharing a 
tent with the man was going to be hard enough. Hard 
enough? Nick said to himself. Yep, that’s one way of putting 
it. Even though he had been a proclaimed bi since his days 
in college, Nick had always leaned heavily toward the men 
side of the equation. Women were great. They were all 
curvy and soft, sassy and satiable; they just weren’t, well, 
men. 


Evan interrupted Nick’s brilliant deducing with a polite, “Did 
you find everything all 


right?” 


As Evan had cleaned up the leavings of their meal, Nick had 
escaped to the shower. Its 


lukewarm water had been just right to keep all interested 
below the waistline parties more or less uninterested. When 
he’d gotten out, the professor had been nowhere in sight. 
Nick had shrugged it off. He had figured that putting the site 
to bed for the night involved a hell of a lot of stuff Nick had 
no idea about. 


Finding himself alone once again, Nick had unpacked, 
moved his cot as far away from 


Evan’s as the tent would allow, and had settled down cross- 
legged on his bed to think. 


Honestly, his grand revelation aside, Nick was getting 
freaking tired of thinking, not to 


mention the thunking and bruised dashboard-knuckles that 
apparently went with it. If this was any sign of how his time 
out here on the great, open steppes was going to go, the 
next few weeks were going to kill Nick, bit by painful bit. 
Hell, he needed a drink. 


“Don’t guess you've got anything stronger than water 
around here?” Nick asked, hoping 


to dull his pencil-thumping thinking to an alcohol-induced 
snore. 


Unfortunately, Evan shook his head. “Sorry. Bringing a crate 
of vodka up here would be 


like waving a red flag at the bad guys.” 


Evan had said it with such nonchalance that Nick almost 
missed the important part. “Bad 


guys?”. 


Shrugging a shoulder in a nonverbal version of a yawn, Evan 
replied, “You know, grave 


robbers.” 


Some movie from some juvenile part of Nick’s unruly life 
reared its ugly head. “Aren’t 


all archaeologists, well, grave robbers?” Evan did not take it 
as the intended joke. “Look, | might be rifling through burial 
sites picking out the pretty stuff for museums, but I’m not 
killing anyone doing it.” 


At the word “killing,” Nick felt the blood run out of his face. 
“Please, tell me you’re 


kidding.” Of course, he had heard the rumors. The 
involvement of organized crime in the illegal exporting of 
archaeological finds out of their country of origin and into 
the hands of the rich and collecting was a well-documented 
though hardly acknowledged fact. Honestly, Nick was as 


guilty as anyone of ignoring the dirty secret of black market 
artifacts. It was one hell of an untapped story. Before the 
loss of Cannon, Nick would have jumped on the possibility of 


uncovering a journalistic “big one” out here on the steppes. 


Instead, the thought had never crossed his screwed-up 
mind. 


“I’m not kidding.” Evan laughed sadly, putting away this and 
that around the tent ina 


constant stream of movement. “Why do you think I’m the 
only the guy around here with a pick and shovel? There’s a 
fortune out there just waiting to be dug up.” 


“Not a red tape thing?” 


“No.” Evan turned his back to Nick, effectively ending the 
conversation right there. 


Nick suspected there was considerably more to the story but 
was willing to let it slide for the time being. He had weeks to 


figure this guy out. Since there wasn’t going to be any 
penile involvement, his brain would have a hell of a lot of 
inactive cells just twiddling their ions around with nothing 
else to do. A good old-fashioned mystery might just be what 
the psychologist he had avoided like the plague would have 
ordered. Besides, it would give Nick a chance to get his 
thoughts on the whole organized crime thing in sensible 
order. Right now, he felt rather 


blindsided by the whole concept. 


When Evan turned back around and Nick spotted the first- 
aid kit tucked under his arm, 


however, that plan changed. “You all right?” he asked as he 
ran his gaze up and down Evan’s body in search of a grave 
robber’s spade, or something. 


“Sure.” Evan shrugged. And shoved the kit under his cot. 


Eagle-eyed Nick caught the little wince when Evan rose back 
up. 


Evan, however, didn’t give Nick time to call him on it. 
Plunking down at the head of his 


own cot, his distracting machinations now at an end, Evan 
asked casually, “Enjoy the shower?” 


Nick eyed him suspiciously but answered, “Just about as 
much as | enjoyed your 


cooking.” Although “cooking” was a pretty generous word 
for warming up a can of beans and 


tossing a loaf of bread Nick’s way. 


“Got nothing on your Aunt Sissy and her bean collection, 
huh?” Evan cracked with a sly 


smile. 


Better ass, were the first words to pop up in Nick’s head. 
Stuffing such troublemakers back down his throat, Nick 
instead chose to go for the obvious, for the neutral, for the 
thoroughly non-erotic comment. “Soccer fan?” 


The professor had returned to the tent wearing a pair of 
worn, gray, paper-thin sweatpants 


and a long-sleeved T-shirt with the Manchester soccer logo 
embroidered across its chest. Nick suspected most women 
would have called Evan’s outfit grungy, and not the Seattle 
music-scene definition of “grunge” either. Nick, however, 
was finding it hard not to drool. So many, many things could 
be admired through such a thin layering of cotton like those 
wonderful pants 


possessed. So many, many large and thick things... 


Nick shook his head and swallowed down half the bottle of 
water. There was no doubt 


about it, grand pussy revelation or not, Nick Paris was 
screwed. 


* OK OOK OX 


Evan, meanwhile, was now looking down at himself. He’d 
had the damned shirt for four 


years. He was so used to wearing the stupid thing that he’d 
just slipped it on out of habit, forgetting its rather stormy 
past. Trying to make light and hoping to avoid a question- 


and-answer session, Evan shrugged and replied 
offhandedly, “Not really. Never really had the time to follow 
any sports. You know, nerd.” He reached for the lamp fully 
prepared to plunge them into a 


hopefully distracting darkness. 


Nick latched on to his forearm, obviously not ready to 
concede the conversation to sleep 


just yet. 


Evan looked down at the fingers clutched in the dark red of 
his shirt and sighed. “Let go.” 


Surprisingly, Nick did as he was asked. The suspicious scowl 
on the photographer’s face 


Evan could easily ignore. 


In compromise, Evan turned the light down only halfway. 
The men were left sitting in 


nothing more than a soft glow. The word “romantic” would 
certainly have reared its troublesome head if Evan wasn’t so 
busy trying to keep down his beans and bread. 


Evan had been living alone too long. He had gotten used to 
shutting down his brain when 


he climbed out of whatever hole he’d been digging for 
himself that day. He had gotten sloppy and careless. As he 
continued to look down at himself he knew he was going to 
screw himself well and good before this World Geographic 
shit was over. To prove just that point, he mumbled out loud 
to his completely not alone self, “Knew I should have slept 
in the nude.” It was the classic absentminded moment. 


Nick, for his part, remained mum and pulled a blanket 
quickly across his lap. 


Evan, however, was too busy burying himself in self- 
recrimination to notice Nick’s less- 


than-stealthy maneuver. Evan picked at a string on the cuff 
of his T-shirt, figuring if he’d give Nick just enough of the 
miserable truth, the photographer just might let him off the 
hook for the night. “This,” he grabbed at his red sleeve, “is 
just me holding on to something | can’t have any more.” He 
winced. “How Oprah is that?” 


Nick was supposed to laugh. He didn’t. Instead Nick reached 
under his cot, grabbed his 


duffel bag and started scrounging around in it. A moment 
later, he rose up with an old baseball cap now in his hand. 
The letters USMC were stitched across its front. Nick handed 
the hat to Evan. “That hat was Cannon’s. He was wearing it 
the day he was killed.” Nick shrugged but 


didn’t look away. “I’ve never left it behind.” 


Evan felt like a bastard but looked anyway. He had read the 
article. He knew Cannon had 


been shot in the head. 


Nick immediately caught on. “Never thought all that blood 
would come out.” He paused 


and swallowed hard. “I felt kind of weird when it finally did.” 


There was nothing Evan could reasonably say to that 
except, “You want to get out of 


here?” 


“Hell, yes.” 


* OK OOK OX 


“Can | drive?” Nick bopped up beside him as they walked to 
the junker of a truck. 


Evan had no doubt that Nick’s giddiness at getting to go for 
a ride was nothing more than 


a red herring. Evan didn’t blame the guy. He’d be chucking 
herrings too if his past year was half as tragic as Nick’s. In 
this spirit alone, Evan volleyed back, “Lukhym’s been 
talking?” It was a well-known rumor that Evan couldn’t drive 
worth a fuck. Since Nick had only been in the 


country for a few hours, it was a pretty good bet that Officer 
Truss was the culprit. 


“A little.” Nick shrugged as he and his exaggerated pout 
climbed into the passenger seat. 


“Yeah, | guess ‘a little’ is all the kind of talking Lukhym 
does.” Evan chuckled as on the 


third try he got the old truck to reluctantly turn over. 


A few minutes later they were bouncing along the dark 
steppes. Nick raised his voice to 


be heard over the stuttering engine. “Lukhym know about 
these grave robbers of yours?” 


Evan rolled his eyes, as he shouted back, “They’re hardly 
mine, Nick.” 


“They’ve left you alone?” Apparently Nick had found an 
even better and an actually legit 


red herring to toss out into their paths. Goody. 


Evan did his best to sidestep it. “So far,” he hedged with all- 
out conviction. 


He was surprised when Nick didn’t call him on his rather 
obvious bob and weave. Instead 


Nick asked the really hard question: “Is it worth it?” 


“Is anything?” Evan didn’t expect his answer to come so 
quickly or so truthfully. It had 


apparently caught Nick off guard, too. Even in the dark 
Ukrainian night, Evan could pick out Nick’s sad smile. 


“That’s something I'd like to ask Cannon.” The reply had 
barely cleared his lips before 


Nick was shoving his hands through his hair, trying, Evan 
surmised, to vanquish the oppressively somber mood. “I 
hope to God that this place has hard liquor.” 


Evan put that worry to rest as he nodded. “Vodka out the 
ying-yang.” 


Nick laughed. 


Deciding it was about time to toss his own red herring out 
there for consumption, Evan 


asked above the anemic roar of the engine, “What made 
you take this assignment?” Not giving Nick time to come up 
with any bullshit, Evan rambled on, “Hey, | know that World 


Geographic must have offered you any job you wanted to 
get you and your camera back under their 


letterhead. There’s got to have been more exciting places 
than here.” 


“Had enough excitement before,” Nick admitted with a 
Shrug. “I really wasn’t really 


looking for more.” 
“Working out well for you so far?” Evan bantered. 


Nick snorted as he counted out on his fingers. “Grave 
robbers, archaeologists with 


fucking huge knives and let’s not forget the little gold 
camels. Yep, working out just as | planned.” Apparently 
using Evan’s own method of verbal bombardment against 
him, Nick 


continued in the same breath, “You never answered my 
question. Does Lukhym know what’s 


going on?” 


Evan silently cursed but saw no valid reason to lie. “I don’t 
know. | never told him.” 


“Not a smart answer there, Evan.” Nick clucked like an 
elementary school teacher. 


Unexpectedly rattled at Nick’s obvious doubt of his self- 
preservation skills, Evan 


Snapped, “I told the mayor instead. You know, Lukhym’s and 
the whole damn police force’s 


boss?” 


“Oh.” Nick apparently hadn’t expected that particular volley. 
He sat there in an awkward, 


and what appeared to be contemplative silence. 


Evan quickly broke it. He warned, “I can take care of myself, 
Nick. Don’t think any 


different.” 


Nick nodded a little too quickly. “I Know. Those two toes of 
death.” 


Evan pounded his fist against the steering wheel just as 
they pulled up to the promised 


drinking establishment. “I’m serious. Watch your own back, 
not mine.” 


“Kind of hard with that ass of yours,” Nick muttered just as 
Evan turned off the 


confoundedly loud engine. Nick immediately winced, not 
having to look over to the driver to know the truth. 


Evan had heard every ass-loving word. 


Evan banished his grin behind a quickly manufactured 
yawn. Nick wasn’t the only one 


who now needed a long, hard drink. 


* OK OOK OX 


The House of Ale Repute wore its name like an ill-fitting 
shoe. The name did its job but 


left you wincing all the way home. At least the house part of 
the title was dead on. The bar was in a traditional Ukrainian 
house, complete with thick logs from the Carpathian 
Mountains and a thatch roof that always looked like it 
needed mowing. The building was long and narrow, a 


weathered gray in color, and it looked as inviting as a hair 
Shirt. 


“I wouldn’t mention it,” Evan warned, having apparently 
read Nick’s mind as they 


walked inside the front door. “The proprietor just might lop 
your jewels off.” Evan said in a very poor cockney accent. 
“Rissa’s a bit British and a bit mad.” 


“Noted.” Nick tucked that information away with all the 
don’t’s with which the Ukraine 


was bombarding him. This was supposed to be a friendly 
country. Where the hell was his 


welcome party? 


Apparently, she was sitting at the corner table. Although the 
rustically adorned room was the typical bar-dark, it was still 
impossible to miss this lady. A woman of her early to mid- 
forties, she had short black hair, thin lips, murky brown eyes 
and a scowl with which she had most likely been born. 
Despite her complete lack of trying to appear attractive, she 
still somehow managed to pull off a cold, strong beauty that 
left a man feeling, well, less endowed. If this was the 
straight alternative to fucking Evan through the floor, Nick 
was seriously considering going cold turkey on the whole 
sex thing. 


“Sashenka Borsch, mayor,” Evan whispered quickly before 
they reached her table. 


The woman's lecherous smile would have men of less balls 
running for cover. Nick and 


Evan stood foolish and tall. 


“Professor Dyer, am | to assume this is our celebrity?” She 
had an amazing handle on the 


English language, the Ukrainian accent adding an 
authoritative flavor to her words. 


“Yes, Mayor, this would be him,” Evan immediately replied 
as he pulled out one of the 


two empty chairs. 


“Hardly.” Nick immediately scoffed, discomfort at the notion 
rife in his eyes. Whether or 


not this woman cracked cocks as an extracurricular activity, 
Nick was determined to set her straight on at least this 
point. “I try to avoid the spotlight at all times, ma’am. 
Already had my share of it.” Flashes of the trial, his 
homecoming, the cover of his own damned magazine, 


sucker-punched him. He drew in a deep though shaky 
breath. 


If she noticed, she didn’t care. “Then | suggest you stop 
being so good at your job. Your 


reputation precedes you.” She didn’t smile. She sneered. 


“Thank you.” Nick worked hard at keeping the question 
mark from latching on to his 


gratitude. To tell the truth, he was having a hell of a hard 
time in this quaint little village differentiating threats from 
well wishes. He could really use some of that vodka ying- 
yang about now. “Vodka, anyone?” 


“Allow me, on behalf of the administration.” She motioned 
to the barkeep in a gesture 


akin to a Hitler high-five. 
A bottle appeared within minutes. 
Evan poured. 


The mayor raised her glass. “A toast to our reluctant picture 
taker. May his shyness be 


overcome with drink.” 


Hell, if this lovely lady wanted Nick to bare all, he’d be more 
than happy to oblige. 


Scooting his chair a bit back from the table, he hitched one 
ankle upon the opposite knee and leaned back with a yYou 
wanted me? You got me sigh. Nick smacked his liquor-kissed 
lips in sweet anticipation as he asked, “Heard you’ve had 
some problems with grave robbers around 


here.” 


You could have heard a pin drop in Kiev. Although the room 
was not particularly small, 


it did carry voices remarkably well. 


This kind of attention, Nick didn’t mind. He gleefully 
muscled on along. “You know, | 


doubt kids would be interested in Barbarian doodads. I’m 
betting it’s a bit more organized?” 


Nick smiled the smile of a rat who had just been kicked into 
a wheel of cheese. He didn’t feel so much as a pinprick of 
guilt; he figured she had asked for it. 


The color streamed out of Evan’s face. He clutched his 
hands around the vodka glass, no 


doubt throttling it instead of a particular photographer's 
neck. With obvious effort, he kept his mouth clamped shut. 


The mayor, however, did not. With a voice ice cold and 
brittle, the woman asked Nick, 


“And just where did you hear this nasty rumor?” Mayor 
Borsch’s eyes slid accusingly over to Evan. 


With all of his protective instincts suddenly firing up, Nick 
laughed a little harder than 


called for just to get the mayor’s attention back to him and 
off of the professor. “Do you honestly think a magazine with 
the reputation and the connections of World Geographic 
would send a photographer way out here just to cover an 
archaeologist rolling around in the dirt? If nobody in your 
administration thought that was odd, I'd be firing some 
asses, Mayor.” 


Evan tossed back his vodka and poured himself another. 


Sashenka Borsch leaned forward, the dark brown turtleneck 
she wore only accentuating 


the rich dirt brown of her hard eyes. “I’d be careful, Mr. 
Paris. You wouldn’t want to make another cover.” 


Nick was tickled at the volley. 


Evan was not. Clearing his throat, Evan slowly set down his 
glass and eyed the woman 


with a look of appraisal. “I know that wasn’t a threat, 
Mayor.” They were the first words Evan had spoken during 
the exchange. While Evan’s handsome face wore a smile, 
his words bore 


nothing but a warning. 


Nick fought back a smile of his own. An oft-remembered 
word from a never to be 


forgotten last day came quickly to his mind. Oxymoron, he 
thought. 


Mayor Borsch, meanwhile, was staring at Evan. Her thin- 
lipped mouth twitched once 


before producing words. “Forgive me, Professor Dyer, 
perhaps my English has grown rusty. | 


meant nothing more than to make conversation.” Her 
English had suddenly and quite 


mysteriously regressed. 


Nick caught the change and laughed out loud. This woman 
was a piece of work. As he 


opened his mouth to call her on it, Evan beat him to it. 


“Completely understandable, Sashenka.” The use of her first 
name further buttered the 


sweetness of the professor’s words, as all was apparently 
forgiven and forgotten. “That reminds me, | was hoping 
you'd come out to the camp soon. You can help me with my 
Ukrainian and | 


can show you a very promising find I’ve made.” 


Nick rolled his eyes. He somehow doubted she'd be as 
charmed by the little gold camels 


as Evan was. Nick sipped quietly at his drink and happily 
awaited her disappointment. 


“Really? A promising find, you say? What is it, Professor? 
Gold or silver?” 


Evan laughed in self deprecation. “No, nothing that exciting. 
As I’ve explained, it will 


take months of more work before anything of formidable 
importance is found.” He reached over and patted her hand 
apologetically. Once she had dropped her chin in 
acquiescence to his 


heartfelt plea of forgiveness, Evan continued a little 
sheepishly, “It is simply a wooden pillar I’ve uncovered. I’m 
hoping it is the sign of the kurgan we've been looking for.” 


Nick watched the professor carefully. The man was up to 
something. 


“Do you think that it is?” Her eyes had grown wide and 
inordinately excited. A kurgan 


was a type of burial mound frequently used by the Black 
Sea Barbarians. If there was going to be ancient treasure to 


be found, it was going to be found there. Nick was sure the 
woman was about to drool. 


Evan smiled at her obvious fascination. “I don’t know, 
Mayor. It will take at least two 


weeks to excavate simply the wall, if that is indeed what it 
is. l'II be able to tell you more then.” 


“Wonderful news!” Gaily, she clapped her hands together 
once, then turned pointedly to 


a close-mouthed Nick and suggested, “Perhaps that is the 
story you can concentrate your camera on, rather than our 
local shenanigans?” 


“Shenanigans?” Nick nearly snorted out his current sip of 
vodka through his nose. He 


knew he should really be playing nice, but he simply 
couldn’t resist. “I think your English isn’t as rusty as you 
claim, Mayor.” Nick leaned in close to her and tossed her 
own words back in her weasel-assed face. “Remember, your 
reputation precedes you, ma’am.” 


A new voice answered in the mayor’s stead. “A hell of a lot 
better than what my 


reputation does.” The sultry words arrived on a teasing 
laugh. “It doesn’t so much precede as it jumps the closest 
dick and coos.” 


Momentarily shaken by the unexpected and wholly 
welcomed imagery, it took Nick a 


second to process that a new and very female voice had 
arrived at their table. Standing behind him and a little off to 


the side was a vision of porcelain skin and fiery red curls. 
She wasn’t particularly tall, maybe five feet, seven inches, 
neither was she particularly slight. Like the pinup girls 
emblazoned on the bodies of World War II fighters, this 
woman had the most delicious 


curves. With hips that filled out her black jeans to utter 
perfection, a waist that narrowed to Coke bottle perfection 
and a chest that proudly and pertly overflowed a likely C- 
cup bra, whoever the hell this woman was, Nick and his 
bone-weary cock were oh-so-glad to meet her. Turning 


sideways in his chair, Nick recovered his voice and asked 
with a hungry smile, “Coos, you say? 


Like a dove?” 


Fisting her hands to her slightly cocked hips, she easily 
replied, “More like a woman 


getting her brains fucked out.” 
Nick immediately stood up and offered his hand. 
She laughed as she shook it. “I’m Rissa Johns, Nick Paris.” 


So she knew his name? Nick grinned, not minding so much 
his celebrity status reaching 


this stunningly hot woman. 


She let go of his hand and patted Nick on his chest. “Sit 
down, pour the professor another 


drink, and I’m sure he'll tell you all about me.” She winked 
at said scholar. 


Evan merely rolled his eyes. 


Rissa chuckled as she quickly stepped over and dropped a 
kiss on the end of Evan’s nose. 


“Not to fret, my handsome American, your secret is safe 
with me.” With that mysterious 


statement and a nod to the mayor, Rissa and her assets 
swayed out of Nick’s sight. 


Sitting ramrod straight in her wooden chair, Mayor Borsch 
looked equally regal and 


affronted as she coughed to regain the attention of her 
table. “Gentlemen, | end this night then with a toast to 
secrets.” The mayor raised her glass and swept a cold 
glance toward Nick. “Does that meet with your approval, Mr. 
Paris?” 


“It matters?” Nick not so politely choked back a laugh. 


Where Rissa twinkled, the mayor simply stewed. Only once 
did she nod her head in 


acquiescence. “You are a guest of our administration. It 
matters a great deal.” 


Never a man to let suspicion rob him of a fine good toast 
and its drink, Nick’s glass 


joined the mayor’s in the air. “A toast, then, to secrets.” 


A third glass joined the coupling as Evan surprised all by 
adding, “And a toast to keeping 


them well hidden.” 


* OK OK x 


The mayor had made her goodbyes, leaving the two men 
alone and surprisingly silent. 


For Nick’s part, he had too many questions bouncing around 
in his head for one to take 


the forefront and evolve into actual words. Sure, he’d been 
talking out of his ass about World Geographic and their 
motives for sending him here. As for the organized crime 
jab? Yes, he had just been poking around to see what 
nasties might come scurrying out from beneath the good 


mayor’s petticoats. Despite all of that scheming, however, 
Nick did have a few simple and 


honest concerns he thought needed to be voiced. He 
sighed, figuring he might as well just start from the top. 


“Who the hell is Rissa to you?” Nick cringed as the overt 
jealousy shot out of his mouth. 


Not quite what he had in mind. 


Evan, however, didn’t seem to notice or care. “She runs this 
place.” He shrugged as he 


bent over the last sip of his drink. 
“And that’s it?” 


Evan snorted as he raised an accusatory brow in Nick’s 
direction. “I think that’s enough.” 


Nick tipped back his chair and aligned himself for a new and 
less dick-involved line of 


conversation. “You know, your mayor friend is probably 
guilty as hell.” If Evan didn’t see that, Nick was pretty 


damned sure that the professor’s naivete was going to get 
him killed. He wasn’t about to just sit back and let that 
happen again. 


A wisp of a smile ghosted across the professor’s lips. “Got a 
crime to latch on to that 


accusation, or is it just a general damning of her character?” 


“You're defending her?” Nick was beyond flabbergasted; he 
was angry. “You know, just 


because a woman drools all over you doesn’t mean you can 
trust her.” It was blatantly obvious the little czarina was 
playing Evan. Nick wasn’t sure yet if politics was her only 
motivation or if it was something more. 


Evan shook his head sadly and intentionally kept his voice 
low. “Have you ever heard 


that saying about keeping your friends close but your 
enemies closer?” 


“Bullshit.” It was an automatic response on his part. Yeah, 
okay, the professor’s answer 


was in fact a good one, but Nick had a bad feeling about 
this. If it took being a son of a bitch to keep this guy alive, 
hell, Nick would do it. 


“What is your problem?” Evan slammed his hands down on 
the table. 


Nick eased his chair back down to all fours. Not so much 
angry as desperate, he kept his 


words low. “That woman’s likely to gnaw off your balls, 
Evan. And if she doesn’t do it herself you can bet she’s gota 
handful of men in her pocket who would gladly do it for her.” 


“You don’t think | know that?” Evan steamed. 


“I think you get off on it.” It was a shitty thing to say, but 
Nick needed distance. He may want to save this man’s fine 
ass but he wasn’t prepared to risk emotional attachment to 
do it. 


Short of cold-cocking the guy, this was the way to get that 
distance. 


“Wait.” Evan glared down at his watch, “You’ve known me 
all of about eight hours and 


you Claim to know what kind of sick fantasies | jerk off to?” 


“You’re not that hard to read, Professor.” Yeah, Nick was 
pushing it. It was easy, and it 


was the truth. Evan was damned simple to read. 


“Really?” Evan laughed. Reaching down to his shirt, the one 
he’d changed into before 


leaving camp, he undid the top three buttons. Pulling his 
shirt wide open, he challenged Nick with a smirk. “Then 
what the hell are these, wise ass?” The claw marks blared 
brightly even in the bar’s dim light. 


“What the fuck?” Nick didn’t know what he was seeing. He 
did know he was angry. He 


did know that he was going to tear the limbs off the son of a 
bitch who did that to his professor. 


“Who the hell did that to you?” 


Evan slowly smiled and leaned forward over their little table. 
“Me. | got them in the 


shower, jerking off to thoughts of you.” Pulling back, 
apparently well satisfied with the deer-in-the-headlights look 
no doubt plastered across Nick’s face, Evan quirked his lips 
in enjoyment. 


“Did you ‘read’ that, Nicholas? No, | didn’t think so.” Evan 
pushed back from the table and stood up, his chair scraping 
across the floor. The whole of the bar watched the professor 
calmly button back up his shirt. Apparently, Evan didn’t 
care; he certainly didn’t hurry. When he was done, and 
without another word to the photographer, he walked out of 
the bar, leaving Nick with nothing but an empty glass of 
vodka and another deserted seat in his life. 


Nick would have laughed at the absurdity of it all if only the 
image of Evan hungrily 


clawing at himself lost in a haze of masturbatory heat didn’t 
now occupy his every brain cell. 


The hotter-than-hell Rissa Johns never crossed his mind. 


Nick ordered himself another drink. Who knew the straight 
road would be such a bastard 


to negotiate? 
Chapter Three: The Presence of Strangers 


“You all right to drive?” Rissa Johns, hands on her hips, fire 
in her eyes, stood just 


outside the bar’s front door. “Need me to call Lukhym?” 


Evan had seen her watching him ever since his grand exit 
from her bar. He had wondered 


when her mouth would get ahead of her marginally good 
sense. He guessed this was it. “Yeah, Rissa. That’s just what 
| need, a night in jail. Thanks.” He sat in the cab of his much 
maligned truck waiting for what little buzz he had from the 
vodka to dull enough for him to safely navigate the steppes 
in the dark. 


With a smile sitting sadly on her burgundy lips, she walked 
up to the driver’s side of the 


truck. “Call Lukhym for a ride is what | meant, you sweet 
idiot.” She ran her fingernail up and down his exposed arm 
as it lay on the sill of the open window. “Lukhym owes me a 
couple.” 


Evan snorted. “Who doesn’t?” 


“You.” She winked as her finger now trailed up to his 
shoulder. 


“Trying to change that, are you?” Evan laughed as he 
watched her slinky invasion of his 


personal space. 


Across collarbone, over Adam's apple, along strong jaw line, 
her finger found then 


Slowly circled the outer lobe of his ear. “How in the world is 
there enough room between these lovely ears for all that 
knowledge and yet so much suspicion?” 


Evan cocked his head away from her roaming appendages. 
“You're getting nothing out of 


me, Miss Johns.” He nearly chuckled at her pitifully played 
pout. “And what was that back there about my secret being 
safe with you?” 


“Illusion.” She chuckled as she pulled away from him. “Just 
because | don’t have you 


wrapped around my little finger yet,” Rissa emphasized that 
word with a warning wink, “doesn’t mean the whole world 
has to know it.” With a tiny shrug and a nearly contagious 
sparkle to her words, she admitted, “Besides, it was fun to 
see the envy grow in Nick Paris’seyes.” 


“Yeah, thanks for that.” Evan couldn’t help it; he rolled his 
eyes. “That’s all he needs, 


another tail to chase.” 


Crossing her arms across her chest, the fire in her eyes 
suddenly turned cold. “You warn 


him?” 


The chill spread. “Yeah,” Evan replied as he stared hard at 
his hands. 


“Do it again.” Incongruous to the moment and the meaning, 
her whisper was soft. 


Evan looked her dead in the eye and nodded. “Yeah,” he 
repeated, this time as a vow. 


Seemingly satisfied, Rissa allowed herself to revert back to 
her “power keg of sex” status. 


She smiled, licking her red lips. “I’d love to have a go up and 
down Nick Paris’s flag pole.” 


Evan broke out into laughter. “Go easy on him, will ya?” A 
flicker of surprise brushed 


across her face. “You like him,” she stated. 


Evan drummed his fingers on the steering column as he 
shrugged. “I like everybody.” 


“Yes, even the dead you like.” Rissa broke into a 
mischievous grin. “You and Nick have 


a lot in common.” 


All of Evan’s humor had fled. He warned, “Mind your 
business, Rissa.” 


She laughed as she retreated back to the bar’s front door. 
“This is my business, dear 


Evan.” With that, Rissa Johns slipped inside and out of sight. 


As he cranked up the truck’s engine, a feeling of wariness 
sank down to his gut. “Guess 


l'm sober enough now.” Evan pulled out of the parking lot 
and disappeared into the welcoming darkness of the 
steppes. 


x x OK OK 
Nick was on his third vodka. 


A soft voice riding a longed for English accent suddenly 
drifted into his world, “You two 


fucking?” Rissa had stolen up behind Nick, her words 
Slipped into his ear like a wet tongue. 


“No.” There was no doubt who she was talking about. There 
was no doubt that Nick’s 


cock hated the sad truth of that answer. 


“Well, you’re going to be.” Rissa slid a long fingernail across 
the nape of Nick’s neck as 


she bent down over him even closer. “Either that or one of 
you is going to kill the other one. If that’s the case, I’m 
laying odds on the professor.” 


“Gee, thanks.” Nick pulled away. He didn’t need this shit 
right now. 


Rissa pulled him back. “Nothing personal, Nick Paris.” Her 
fingers dug a little deeper 


into the soft skin. “I just Know that a man, such as yourself, 
who’s been on trial for murder once isn’t going to be keen 
on going there again.” Suddenly, her fingers were gone. 


Nick glared up at her. 


For a moment, Rissa’s lips curved deviously. There was 
much more to this woman than 


she liked you to think. She chuckled lowly. A fond shake of 
her head in staged exasperation preceded her departing 
words, “The professor asked me to drive you back when 
you're done. 


Find me. l'Il be in the back when you've drank your fill of 
sense.” 


* OK OK OX 


With finagling and both prayers and curses, Evan 
maneuvered the old rust-trap of a truck 


up the area’s highest steppe. Turning off the engine and 
lights, Evan sat there and watched the long, confusing day 
come to an end. 


The grass covered hills below him sat silent in an inky 
blackness. Try as the lazy 


Ukrainian moon might, it just couldn’t bathe the steppes 
effectively in its light. No human tried either. The low-slung 
hills and wide valleys had long become acceptable sacrifices 
to the night. 


The locals gladly gave up ninety percent of their land to the 
wiles of the impenetrable dark, just to keep the rest, their 
village and homes, lit and alive. 


Evan sat in the truck’s cab and sighed to himself. He hoped 
Nick realized the shadows in 


a lit room could be as dark and damning as the night’s 
shade. 


He snorted at the unexpected philosophical rant. He hadn’t 
even known the photographer 


a day and he was already screwing with his mind. 
A shrill ring cried out from the glove compartment. 


Evan dropped his head to the steering wheel and closed his 
eyes. Stupid, stupid, stupid! he cursed himself as he began 
to coax the truck’s engine to turn over one more time. Of all 


the stupid places to stop. There were only two places in the 
area where a cell phone got a strong reception. On top of 
this steppe was one of them. Damned idiot. The engine 
sputtered to life. As the truck began to rock its way down 
the steppe, the cry of the phone stuttered and then went 
Silent. 


Evan didn’t need to look to see the identity of the caller. 
He knew. 


* OK OOK x 


In broken Ukrainian, Nick finally managed to get his 
question across to the bartender— 


he hoped. For all Nick knew, his slurred “Where is Rissa?” 
had turned into a fervent plea for the toilet. 


In answer to whatever question Nick had asked, the man, 
who had an undeniable roly- 


polyness about him, pointed down a long dark hallway and 
tossed a key down onto the bar. 


After two attempts that went embarrassingly awry, Nick 
palmed the key and gave 


Rolypoly” a wink. 


For his part, the bartender showed great restraint and 
merely flicked Nick Paris off with 


his finger. 


Nick, however, was too busy trying to walk in a more or less 
straight line to give much of 


a fuck. He wasn’t drunk. Nick knew drunk. He’d lived drunk 
for a couple of the worst months of the last year. It had 
taken him a while but Nick had finally figured out that 
drowning his sorrows didn’t do much more than give him a 
hell of a hangover and another layer of guilt to scrape off of 
his soul. So, Nick no longer did drunk, per se. He preferred 
keeping himself in the tipsy range. 


Sure, it was a far cry from a good, hardy buzz, but the short 
recovery time was well worth the price. Usually. Tonight, 
Nick was cursing the hard line he’d drawn about getting well 
and truly smashed. He could handle some well-placed 
amnesia just about now. 


A loud thud from the far end of the dark hallway Nick was 
currently traversing dragged 


his wobbly mind out of the land of “what-if’s” and into the 
“what the fucks?” Despite a 


momentary loss of footing, Nick continued on his journey. 
Whatever the hell was going on down there, he was getting 
his ass back to camp. If Rissa was too occupied to give him 
a lift, she could at least loan him a flashlight and point him 
in the direction of the right steppe. 


Fishing the key out of his pocket, Nick stood before the 
hallway’s only closed door. As 


he slipped the key into the lock he hoped to God that this 
wasn’t the ladies’ john. Swinging the door open with an 
alcohol-induced lack of caution, Nick poked his head inside. 


The room was lit only by guttering candlelight. The walls 
were stone and lined with racks 


of wine. The air was cool and almost damp, and chill blades 
suddenly peppered his skin. A floor-to-ceiling rack filled with 
dusty bottles cut off Nick’s view to much of the above- 
ground wine cellar. A scuffling noise and the sound of wet 
sucking lured Nick farther into the room. It only took a few 
steps for him to clear the makeshift barrier of wine. 


What he found on the other side lacked nothing on the 
definition of pornography. 


Forgetting the vodka lazing around in his bloodstream, 
ignoring the depression that had been steadily nipping at 
his toes, Nick’s cock, without so much as a hiccup of 
hesitation, jumped to full and rigid attention. No self- 
respecting dick would have done less. 


Rissa Johns, all soft red curls and female curves, was shoved 
nude against the stone wall. 


On the floor, on his knees, a fully clothed man ate out 
Rissa’s clean-shaven pussy. With arms braced out on either 
side of her flushed body, a thin line of sweat shone down 
her sternum as her full breasts heaved in utter exertion. The 
man’s large hands held her flailing hips steady as his dark- 
haired head bobbed, driving his tongue into her dripping 
cunt. Rissa’s eyes were closed, her lips murmuring 
breathless pleas for no mercy. 


The man obeyed. Reaching down to the inside of her left 
thigh, he jacked her leg up over 


his shoulder. 


Standing on one leg, now barely coherent, Rissa stood no 
chance against the orgasm the 


man was sucking out of her. 


Nick stepped forward. He just knew he had to be closer. He 
surrendered to the need and 


stepped within a hand’s reach of the mindless copulation. 
Rissa suddenly opened her eyes. 


Nick expected her to scream or to pull away in some 
manner of escape. 


Instead, sweet Rissa licked her lips and reached out for Nick. 
Her voice warbled in lethal 


need. “Whatever you want, take.” 


Denying her hand, Nick didn’t deny her offer. With a growl 
born of pure want, Nick 


grabbed the man by his shoulder and flung the stranger to 
the floor. Nick was on top of him within one heart’s beat. 
Ripping his own shirt up over his head, Nick then reached 
down and grabbed the man’s fly which now lay trapped 
between Nick’s straddling thighs. Unzipping the man’s 
jeans, he shoved them and the man’s briefs just far enough 
down his hips for the straining cock to become unleashed. 


“What’s his name?” Nick grunted out at Rissa, doubting the 
man could speak English. “l 


want to know his name.” 


“What does it matter?” she purred, her own hand slipping 
down into the wet, hungry 


folds between her legs. 


With the desperation of a starving man, Nick glared up at 
her. “I want to know whose ass 


I’m passing up for you.” 


She looked surprised at his offer. A warm smile passed her 
lips as she assured softly, “No 


need to sacrifice. You can have us both.” 


“Only you,” Nick growled, his eyes never lowering to the 
man and his weeping dick. 


Nick rubbed his hands hard across his already straining 
nipples, his lungs pounding. “A woman’s what | want, and 
what l'Il have. If not you, l'Il find another pussy to own 
tonight.” 


Rissa curled her lips up into a mouthwatering grin at Nick’s 
naughty words. However, 


she didn’t get a chance to voice an answer, the 
conversation veering off as the unnamed man on the floor 
laughed. 


“That shit you buy, Rissa?” His Russian accent was cruel 
and cutting, as were his staring 


gray eyes. Though his words may have been for the woman, 
his attention was only on the man. 


Grabbing Nick’s crotch with both of his hands, the stranger 
squeezed hard. Nick nearly doubled over. “He is a 
cocksucker. See how he moves under my hands? He 
writhes, Rissa.” 


The man did not lie. Nick writhed. His power of speech 
having leaked out of his 


masterfully abused cock, Nick thrashed on top of the 
stranger’s thighs. 


Rissa bent down behind the stricken Nick Paris, reached 
around his bucking hips, and 


slowly undid the buttons of his fly. 


At her touch, Nick grabbed her hands and halfheartedly 
tried to peel them away. 


Rissa laughed in his ear. 


The stranger rose up, slipping out from beneath the 
photographer, and dug his teeth into 


Nick’s left nipple. 


The cry wrenched from Nick’s mouth was one of both terrific 
pain and vile pleasure. 


Rissa’s arms snaked around Nick’s arms and pulled him 
back hard against her naked 


body. Quickly she wrapped her legs around his hips and laid 
them both back to the wine cellar floor. 


The stranger needed no urging from the woman on how to 
proceed. The man yanked 


Nick’s jeans down to his ankles. 
Nick nearly cried in relief. 


The accosting pair left Nick no time to relish his cock’s 
freedom. 


“Pyotr,” Rissa breathed out the stranger’s name into the 
nape of Nick’s neck. “I want him 


inside me.” 


“As you wish.” Pyotr reached down and wrapped both of his 
meaty hands behind Nick’s 


head and ripped the photographer’s torso off of Rissa’s body 
and up against his own. 


By this time, Nick had been pushed past the point of rational 
thought. His body, every 


inch of his skin, every morsel of his sanity ached now with 
only one need. “Fuck me!” he 


managed to gargle out right before Pyotr’s rammed his 
tongue down the back of Nick’s throat. 


Rissa slid out from beneath Nick, her lips leaving a trail of 
hot, sucking kisses every 


place her skin slowly slipped away from his. 


This rear assault was mind-numbing. The frontal attack was 
mind-snapping. 


The intoxicating taste of Rissa’s pussy juice on Pyotr’s 
tongue was simply maddening to 


Nick’s overtaxed senses. Dizzily, he clung to Pyotr’s massive 
arms as nerve endings in every part of his body were being 
Slowly, violently attacked. Nick keened when Rissa 
disappeared 


from him all together. 


“Where...” he tried to ask but Pyotr was having none of that. 
He bit down on Nick’s 


tongue, eliciting a small yelp that quickly turned into a long, 
deep moan. Releasing his iron-clad hold of Nick’s head and 
his neck, Pyotr pushed Nick back down flat on the hard, cold 
floor. 


Nick’s breath caught in his lungs at the unexpected impact 
of nude body on stone floor. 


Pyotr snarled out at the man who now lay stunned beneath 
him. “Let us see what kind of 


man you truly are.” Grabbing Nick’s arms, he slammed 
them down over the photographer’s 


head. Nick didn’t move them. He was still fighting for 
breath. 


Pyotr didn’t waste the opportunity; he moved. 
Rissa moved. 


In the end, as Nick gasped his first fresh lungful of breath, 
he found his body pinned 


down to the stone by the weight of two bodies. Rissa 
straddled his hips, her sopping wet cunt easily enveloping 
his rock-hard dick. He hadn’t been inside of a woman in 
years. He had 


forgotten the feeling of warm walls of silk. He had forgotten 
how perfectly cock fit into pussy But what now hung down 
feverishly twitching in Nick’s face was a well-known, much- 
explored object of lust: a penis. Its tip glistening in pre-come 
dipped down to Nick’s mouth. A meaty hand painted its 


creamy wetness over Nick’s still-closed lips. A sack of heavy 
balls 


bumped against his chin. Fingers pulled roughly at his hair 
as the order was given. “Open it and eat.” 


Nick Paris obeyed. 


The next hour was a study in torturous patience and 
immeasurable pleasure. They worked 


every instrument of Nick’s sex over like sadistic pros. Rissa’s 
rhythm of puncturing her cunt with his dick slipped from 
frenetic to lazy and right back again with no rhyme or 
reason. Pyotr’s long cock found a home in the back of Nick’s 
throat, pounding and writhing against his tonsils, forcing all 
of Nick’s breaths to travel through his flaring nostrils. The 
heavy musk of sex and sweat was inescapable; it swam 
through Nick’s body like a narcotic, leaving him high and 
just wanting more. 


With his arms pinned to the floor beside his head by Pyotr’s 
knees, only Nick’s legs were 


left free to thrash at the onslaught. Heels dug into the floor, 
toes curled at the tickling pleasure, knees bent and unbent 
in a dance of panicking need. He desperately wanted to 
participate in his fucking, but all he could do was suck cock 
and spear a madly talented pussy. He was no longer a 
human; he was merely a trapped feral beast being sexually 
devoured by the pack. 


Forcing his eyes open, Nick was swallowed up into the scene 
playing out above him. 


Face to face, Rissa and Pyotr straddled his body. Her arms 
were wrapped around his back, her fingers clawing Pyotr’s 


ass in time with each of his thrusts. Her left breast was 
being kneaded by one of his big hands, her clit was being 
flicked by his other’s thumb and forefinger. Rissa purred into 
Pyotr’s mouth, while the Russian grunted like a dog in its 
first heat. 


The bare-fisted brawl of sex couldn’t go on forever. 


The men came first. Pyotr’s cock suddenly seized, his 
heaving breath caught in his throat 


as the whole of his body went rigid then shattered into a 
million thunderous waves of twitches and spasms. 


As Pyotr’s hot seed poured into Nick’s mouth, Nick was 
forced to swallow every drop, 


his throat convulsing with each coming torrent of cream. It 
had been so long since Nick had tasted a man’s come that 
as the first drop slid down inside of his body, Nick came like 
a train. He flailed and fought, cried and howled to the rafters 
as his body exploded in fire and his mind collapsed in upon 
itself. 


It was the feel of two men orgasming within and around her 
that no doubt sent Rissa off. 


She didn’t seem to fight the sensations; she simply gave in. 
She mewled into Pyotr’s mouth as the height of the drama 
was reached time and time again. By the time her last 
orgasm had fled, so had her consciousness. 


Two men and one woman lay entangled on the stone floor 
and slept the sleep of the 


broken and fucked. 


Day Two 
Chapter Four: Seawater Tears 


It was with a weird sense of déjà vu, kind of a photographic 
negative of his arrival the 


day before, that Nick Paris and a hardy case of nausea 
bounced again towards the dig site. It was a little after two 
in the morning and the moon was doing shit to light their 
way. 


“The moon is afraid of our dark.” Lukhym Truss, once again 
at the wheel of the dreaded 


Soviet Jeep, stated in his customary no-nonsense terms. 
Rissa had kept her word and had 


procured a ride for Nick, but the photographer hadn’t 
expected to be “blessed” with the stone-faced officer and 
his grim pronouncements again. Oh yeah, Nick’s good 
fortune was just coming up in spades. 


After having woken up entangled in a pile of naked flesh and 
drying come, Nick had 


carefully crawled out of Rissa and Pyotr, cleaned himself up 
as best as a bottle of wine and Pyotr’s tossed shirt could do 
and did his best to dress himself. Once he was done, he was 
sure he had missed a button or two somewhere, but at least 
everything was covered back up. He could get the hell out 
of there. 


It didn’t take long after stumbling across good old Roly-Poly 
still manning the bar for 


Nick’s memory to kick back in. He had no way to get 
anywhere, and even if he had he was much too drunk to get 
there alive. Figuring his night and his “buzz only” rule of 
drinking was already shot to hell, he had ordered himself up 
another vodka and waited for Rissa to re-emerge from their 
den of iniquity. 


Thirty minutes later, Rissa had Nick tucked carefully into 
Lukhym’s Jeep of doom. 


Neither she nor Nick mentioned a word about their wine 
cellar romping, while Pyotr had simply disappeared into 
nightmarish lore. 


Yep, this trip was just going dandy. 


Halfway across the steppes, as vodka sloshed away in his 
stomach and brain, Lukhym 


floored Nick by actually opening his mouth and asking him a 
question. “Have you met the 


mayor?” 


Nick hid a groan behind his hand. When the rest of humanity 
would have wondered over 


his current state of freshly fucked and drunk, Nick pondered, 
trust Officer Truss to venture off into the weeds of politics. “| 
have,” Nick answered. He’d always found it was better not 
to talk about things that creeped him out while sitting 
defenseless and a tad bit drunk in the dark. 


Sashenka Borsch definitely fit into that “creeping-out” 
category. As long as Nick didn’t offer any more details, 
hopefully Lukhym would get the hint and revert back to his 
three-word max. 


Lukhym obliged as he staid, “She likes you.” 


Shit. Maybe it would be safer for Nick’s nerves to cut 
Lukhym down to grunts and lively 


hand gestures? Trying to play it off as best he could, Nick 
ran a nervous hand through his hair. 


“It’s your mayor’s job to like everybody. She’s a politician. 
She schmoozes.” Not being quite sure that “schmooze” had 
made it into Lukhym’s limited English vocabulary, Nick 
added the 


coup de grace, “Besides, | just met the woman tonight...” 
“Like Rissa.” 


Well, damn. Not only did the officer have a point, it was a 
point that reiterated the “I’m a complete scumbag” feeling 
he was desperately trying to brush off. He looked up at the 
cowardly moon and felt himself wince. No wonder the 
celestial lady didn’t want to dip her lighted toes down here; 
Nick would probably try to fuck her too. “How much longer 
we got, Lukhym?” The 


answer better have been something along the lines of “Not 
long” or the even better “We are 


there.” Thanks to no sleep in the last twenty-four hours, 
good and free-flowing vodka, and the dreaded post-coital 
drowsies, Nick knew he was slowly losing his battle of 
staying coherent. 


Yep, Lukhym’s answer had better be, “Really, really soon.” 


“Long time,” the officer grunted. 


In the concealing dark, Nick replied with a lively hand 
gesture all his own. 


* OK OOK OX 


Forty-five hair-raising and mercifully silent minutes later, 
Nick, driver, and Jeep hopped 


into camp. The light in the main tent was still on, a fact that 
didn’t surprise the photographer in the least. “Evan’s 
probably sitting there whittling lamas out of soap with that 
god-awful knife of his.” 


“It is vile,” Lukhym concurred. 


To be honest, Nick hadn’t even realized he’d said anything 
out loud. Man, he needed 


some sleep. 


Evan Dyer wearing nothing but a pair of black hip-hugging 
boxers, stepped out into the 


tent’s lighted doorway. Thoughts of sleep quickly abandoned 
Nick and his suddenly wide-awake cock. 


“He is armed.” 


Nick thought it was just a surprisingly clever way of Lukhym 
pointing out Evan’s 


considerable and, in those boxers, thoroughly apparent 
attributes. It took Nick a moment to realize that Evan, in 
fact, was actually armed in the traditional sense. He was 
holding a gun at his side. Not just any gun, either. A sawed- 
off shotgun. The sheer eroticism of the site nearly blew out 


all of Nick’s still-functioning inner circuitry. If smoke was 
coming out of his ears, Nick wouldn’t be a bit surprised. 


“It is Lukhym!” the officer called out, no doubt 
understanding Evan’s precautions when a 


vehicle roars into camp in the middle of the night. 


“You got Paris with you?” Evan asked as he took a cautious 
step out of the tent. 


The final nail in Nick’s coffin of indifference was then 
hammered into place: Evan Dyer 


was barefoot. Damn. Barefoot, boxer-ed, and armed to the 
teeth. Nick wondered briefly if he’d slipped into some kind 
of pornographic fourth dimension. A quick look at the 
stumpy and fully dressed Lukhym, however, nixed that 
theory. 


“Paris is drunk,” Lukhym informed Evan coldly. 


“That’s not completely true.” Nick defended himself, seeing 
no need to mention his 


fourth dimension of pornography hypothesis. “I’m just 
fuzzed.” Nick wrinkled up his nose, 


knowing that didn’t come out right. He could have sworn he 
heard the quickly approaching Evan laugh. “You'd better not 
be snickering, bone boy.” Nick puffed out his chest and 
warned. 


“Bone boy?” This time the snicker was very, very close. 


“Hello there.” Nick greeted the grinning face suddenly right 
in front of him. How did 


Evan do that? With increasingly blurry eyes, he looked the 
speedy and near-naked professor up and down and deduced 
out loud, “Damn good aerodynamics you got going there, 
Evan!” He 


patted the bare shoulder in congratulations. 


Suddenly, Nick was up and moving through the air. He 
looked down at himself, 


wondering if he too had suddenly gone naked. 
“Put him on the cot,” Evan directed from Nick’s left shoulder. 


Over Nick’s right shoulder, Lukhym replied, “Heavy ass 
man.” 


Evan laughed. 


Nick dropped to the cot and bounced once. He really wished 
the world would stop all the 


hopping and bopping around. 


Suddenly—everything was happening “suddenly” now— 
Lukhym said, “Good night, 


Professor,” and disappeared back into the dark. 


“Where’d he go?” Nick mumbled as he was suddenly being 
tucked in. “What’re you 


doing?” 


“Don’t worry about it. Go to sleep.” The tucking-in hands 
went away. If Nick wasn’t 


already going to sleep, he’d go after them. They’d felt kind 
of nice. 


* OK OK x 


Evan Dyer sat on the opposite cot listening to the soft 
Snores now filling the tent. Nick 


was a mess. Whoever had dressed him had put his T-shirt on 
backwards and somehow mis- 


buttoned his fly. Evan was putting money on Rissa Johns, 
although he was sure Nick could have found some 
interested male parties if he had help looking. Evan shook 
his head and sighed. He hoped Nick was able to fuck outa 
couple of those demons he was carrying around. 


In his sleep, Nick rolled over to his side, a tuft of his thick 
hair now standing straight up on his head. 


“You're killing me here, Nick.” Evan reached over and 
brushed the soft brown strands 


back down. Evan let his fingers linger for only a moment 
longer than necessary. He wasn’t going to kid himself. Evan 
knew if he gave Nick Paris half a chance, the man would 
wedge himself 


into his life. 


“Can't risk that, Nicholas,” Evan whispered as he pulled 
away back to his own cot. “Just 


can’t risk it again.” 


* OK OK OX 


In the dream, Nick cried seawater. Salty and blue, the tears 
fell down, washing away the pearl-hued sand that still clung 
to his face. At the gunshot, Nick had dived to the beach. He 
had never seen Cannon fall. 


In the dream, Nick lay there still. He had flipped over onto 
his back somewhere along the way. He stared wide-eyed at 
the clouds tiptoeing by. 


“I’m bleeding, you Know.” Cannon’s voice tiptoed by as well. 
“You're dead, you Know,” Nick countered to the baleful sky. 


There was rustling nearby, knees scooting in sand, a gentle 
crack, the way Cannon’s 


ankle always popped when he knelt down. Nick chased 
another cloud. 


“Look at me.” 
Warm fingers grasped Nick’s right shoulder. 
“Look at me.”. 


“You're dead,” Nick reminded with eyes still wrapped in the 
sky. He’d chase that damn 


cloud down yet. 


“Yeah, | know.” Cannon wiped a sea-blue teardrop from the 
curve of Nick’s cheek. “But 


do you?” 


* OK OK x 


With a scowl, a grunt, and a god-awful taste in his mouth, 
Nick jerked himself awake. As 


he dug the heels of his palms into his aching eye sockets, he 
remembered another reason why he no longer drank to 
extremes: the dreams. Before this last year, his alcohol- 
induced nightmares were psychologically manageable. After 
all, Derrick Longbottom, his assigned second-grade 


bully, and his colorful threats of tying Nick by his tongue to 
the school urinals really didn’t hold much sway any longer. 
Sure there had been the occasional “mother hiding under 
the bed while Nick was fucking” dreams, but, hey, every 
man had those. It was only when the first, and Nick prayed 
last, tragedy of his life had occurred that the innocuous 
dreams had turned into the truly hellish night terrors. After 
the first few, Nick knew he’d go insane if he’d have to relive 
Cannon getting his head blown off every single night for the 
rest of his life. From then on, the liquor was limited to 
“tipsy” levels only and his dreams had returned to things he 
never remembered. 


Until last night. 


Closing his eyes, Nick could still feel Cannon’s hand on his 
face. It had been so warm, so 


alive, so real. Nick shook his head; he refused to think about 
it anymore. 


Struggling to sit up in hopes of righting himself and his 
world, Nick realized he was still dressed: socks, shoes, mis- 
buttoned jeans. His curiosity bristled at that one but figured 
the less he remembered about his few hours in the camp 
last night, the better. Looking down at himself he was 
pleasantly pleased to find that all of his body parts were still 


in order, with no nicks or gouges from Evan’s knife from 
hell. 


With a mammoth-sized yawn, Nick checked his watch. Sure 
that it was noon or later, he 


was shocked to see it was only seven a.m. A quick glance 
around the tent confirmed he was 


indeed alone. Not having known the guy for twnety-four 
hours yet, Nick guessed Evan could be one of those 
annoying early birds who perpetually up with the sun. 
Maybe, but somehow Nick 


doubted it. Evan’s cot looked untouched. In fact, that 
mysterious soccer shirt was still tossed across the end of 
the bed just where Evan had left it last night before they left 
for the bar. 


The House of Ale Repute. 


Slamming his eyes shut, Nick flopped back down on his cot 
and covered his face with his 


hands. What a clusterfuck that had turned out to be. 
Clusterfuck. He snorted. What the hell had he been 
thinking? 


Cannon’s voice, still fresh and oh-so-real from his dream, 
sarcastically nagged in his 


head, “The true question is, what have you /earned from 
this experience, grasshopper?” The spate of Cannon's 
always good-natured laughter at the end slowly drifted away 
like the ghost that it was. 


Suddenly, Nick felt sick. 


More or less throwing himself off the bed and onto the dirt 
floor, Nick scrambled toward 


the front flap of the tent. 
He barely made it. 


The next five minutes was spent puking up his guts by the 
Ukrainian version of a 


tumbleweed. 


* OK OOK OX 


Towel wrapped around his waist, Evan stepped out of the 
shower tent to the unmistakable 


sound of retching. 


“Guess Nick is up.” He didn’t even try to hide his “serves 
him right” smile. 


Wanting to give Nick a few minutes of privacy, Evan and his 
towel headed for the truck. 


The vehicle was such an eyesore that Evan kept it parked a 
hundred or so yards away from camp. 


He cursed that decision now as his bare feet managed to 
find every rock and spiky plant between here and there. If 
he wasn’t so sure that there was a granola bar hiding out in 
the very back of the glove compartment, Evan would have 
aborted this mission as stupid and returned happily to 


Nick and his puking. Then, remembering the new dent to 
the dashboard he’d spotted driving 


home last night, Evan only hoped that whenever Nick had 
gone postal on the truck he hadn’t also gobbled up his last 
breakfast bar. 


As he neared the truck, however, Evan could see that there 
was something wrong. 


* OK OOK * 


Nick had drifted for a few minutes in a post-puke haze. 
Gathering himself up, he cleaned 


up his mess, washed out his mouth, and was about to head 
back into the tent to change into fresh clothes when he 
heard it. At first he thought it was some kind of vicious 
animal caught in a trap. 


Seconds later, however, Nick realized the angry sounds 
were actually words, vile words even his seafaring grandpa 
would never have dared spoke. Then, in the ultimate turn of 
confusion, the curses quit English altogether and took up 
tongues the photographer had never heard before. 


Whatever the hell was going on out there, Nick knew he 
needed to be in the middle of it. 


Scanning the tent for that monster of a gun he vaguely 
remembered seeing last night, Nick found it under Evan’s 
bed. Grabbing it and throwing all caution and basic survival 
Skills to the wind, Nick tore out of the tent and barreled 
down the hill toward the cursing and the truck. 


He made it to within ten yards before his little general below 
pulled him to a dead stop. 


Whatever the fuck Evan was doing, he was doing in a towel. 


Evan Dyer was a scientist, a scholar, a man of words, 
history, and lost civilizations. Evan Dyer was not a man of 
trucks. He could drive them, change their oil and tires, even 
pop in a new spark plug whenever it was truly necessary, 
but he could not rebuild a v-8 engine. Looking down at the 
mess that now littered the ground, Evan seriously doubted 
Mr. Ford himself could put all these little pieces back 
together again and make them go “vroom.” 


The vandals had done a hell of a good job. Knowing the 
truck was a total loss, Evan 


picked up one of the few parts he recognized and with every 
ounce of his might and fury threw the spark plug right 
through the damned thing’s windshield. A spew of quite 
colorful and highly imaginative curses followed. 


One by one, part by part, Evan pitched each freaking piece 
of engine through a window. 


Front window, back window, side windows, Evan circled 
around the truck, hurling this and that, making sure every 
piece of glass was shattered, making sure everything was 
ruined. With each destructive round of the truck, Evan’s 
curses had rapidly slipped from English to Greek to Latin 
and had finally strayed into— 


“What the hell are you speaking?” an out-of-breath Nick, 
from a safe distance, yelled 


over Evan’s shoulder. 


Evan didn’t flinch. “Berber,” he shouted back as he threw 
some kind of pipe with a 


screwy end through the rear tail light. 


Nick asked ever so calmly, “And what, pray tell, are you 
telling the truck in Berber?” 


Knowing Nick was only trying to diffuse the situation didn’t 
mean shit to Evan. He was mad and he was going to stay 
mad. “You really want me to tell you, Nick?” he snapped. 
“Or you want me to show you? | could make a fucking good 
example out of you.” His concentration was on the 


few pieces of engine left on the ground, the fact that he had 
just threatened his camp mate never crossed his mind. That 
cursed absent-mindedness had struck again, and poor Evan 
in his straying from his hips towel had no idea. 


Nick certainly did though. The towel-thing particularly, 


Nick was studying hard. Oh, he had heard Evan’s threat but 
was so concentrated on watching the man wriggle and 
writhe under the little white terry cloth that Nick simply 
didn’t care. “Yeah, yeah, kill me.” Nick brushed off with a 
wave of his hand. “Just answer me one question first.” 


With the last engine part now a permanent member of the 
grill, Evan was apparently 


feeling a tad bit more agreeable. “Yeah? And what is that?” 
He put his hands on his hips and leaned over to try to catch 
what was left of his breath. 


Momentarily losing all spit as Evan’s ass cheeks now peaked 
healthily and rather rosily 


out from beneath the towel, it took Nick a moment to 
answer. “Why are you wearing a towel?” 


His voice cracked like a teenager. “I mean...” He coughed, 
trying to get some of his dignity 


back, then said in a deep voice, “I mean...why are you 
wearing a towel?” Great, now he just 


sounded like a moron. As he busily calculated his chances at 
recovery from this mess, Evan 


Slowly stood back up. 


With his ass still toward the bumbling Nick, the professor 
was seemingly content in 


taking his time in turning back around. Nick didn’t mind. It 
gave him one hell of a show. 


Muscles stretching, flexing, releasing, and re-flexing, all 
under the cover of beautiful tanned skin, was a performance 
Nick’s cock would gladly toss a twenty at every night. A bit 
sidetracked by the show, Nick was surprised to find Evan 
talking to him. 


“What the hell are you doing with my gun?” Evan willed out 
from gritted teeth. 


“Protecting you.” Nick shrugged, trying to regain his 
equilibrium. 


“From what?” Evan threw his hands up in the air and spun 
around, making no effort to 


hide his growing exasperation. 


“Mayors, grave robbers, laundry women, you take your 
pick.” With the towel and the 


laws of physics combining to give Nick a three-hundred-and- 
sixty-degree peek of all of Evan’s privates, equilibrium of his 


brain cells was again lost. By this point, however, Nick didn’t 
care. 


He was just going to let his mouth go wherever it wanted, as 
long as his eyes didn’t have to follow. 


Evan snorted, as all fight seemed to go out of him. 
Foregoing the subject of his attire, or lack thereof, Evan 
scrubbed his hands across his face and sighed. “They 
fucked with my truck.” 


“And you fucked back?” Nick asked in return. 
This time, Evan did laugh. 


Nick was trying hard not to stare at the still-bloody scratch 
marks that stretched across 


Evan’s chest. As with the rest of the young professor’s body, 
however, the more Nick tried to look away, the more he 
stared. He had only gotten a glimpse at the marks in the 
bar, and shock had blurred out most of the scratches’ 
gruesome details. Shit, they looked like some beast had 
gone after him. He fought the need to reach out and touch 
them, to soothe the inflamed skin in some way. 


Evan must have picked up on where he was staring, 
because he crossed his arms across 


his scarred chest. 


“You sure you didn’t get mauled by a puma or something?” 
Nick asked. 


“A puma?” Evan asked, clearly as baffled as Nick as to 
where that came from. “Yes, 


Nick, I’m sure it wasn’t a puma.” 


“Good,” Nick mumbled as he was suddenly fighting a whole 
new desire: he desire to 


grab Evan’s towel and run. Nick was a hands-on kind of a 
guy; he had to be doing something 


with his hands all the time. So, instead of soothing puma- 
like scratches or committing criminal mischief in the form of 
towel-napping, Nick busied his hands with the barrel of the 
gun. 


It wasn’t meant to be sexual. Really. Soon, however, it was 
nothing but carnal in nature. 


Up and down, he stroked the sawed-off metal beneath his 
fingers. Feeling the ridges of the gun run under the palms of 
his hand like the veins on a cock, Nick did what only came 
naturally. 


Faster, then breath-haltingly slower, he fisted the powerful 
Shaft, teasing it with his rhythm, milking out its explosive 
seed— 


Even in a towel, Evan’s observation skills were still sharp as 
the proverbial tack. “You 


know if you jerk that thing off you’re going to get more than 
a face load of come.” 


All out of guilt for the moment, Nick looked down at the 
twitching bath cloth. “I'll make 


you a deal, towel boy. l'Il put the gun down when you either 
put some clothes on or take that towel off...” 


Evan blushed down to his bare toes. 


Nick immediately felt like a heel. Propping the gun up 
against his leg, he ran a hand 


nervously through his hair as he apologized. “Look, I’m 
sorry, but you standing there in a 


loincloth makes it damned hard for a man to think straight.” 


“Sorry.” Evan did sound contrite. Taking a few steps back 
toward camp, crossing 


dangerously close to the man and his big gun, Evan offered 
clumsily, “Just let me go get changed and then I'll fix us 
some...” 


As Evan stepped by, Nick could smell the sandalwood soap 
still clinging to Evan’s so 


recently showered body. The musky sweat that now mingled 
with the lightly mint shampoo 


tickled Nick’s nose. 


Suddenly, Nick had had enough. Dropping the gun safely 
but quickly to the ground, Nick 


grabbed the corner of the passing towel and ripped it off the 
archaeologist’s fine ass. 


Nick then ran like the wind.Stunned, Evan froze buck naked 
out on the Ukrainian 


steppehis cock standing tall and waving proud. Looking 
down at his counterpart, Evan said, “Get your damned head 
down.” 


The merry traitor ignored him and kept bobbing away. 
And, of course, Evan Dyer did not laugh. 

Chapter Five: Repair Jobs 

The next five hours passed by in a variety of activities. 


One man changed out of the clothes he had been fucked out 
of the night before. 


The other man procured more than a towel to cover his 
hungry mutineer. 


One man stalked through and around the camp with a 
camera to one eye and a well- 


deserved skittishness ticking the other. 


The other man took his shovel and spade and began digging 
a new hole, one suspiciously 


the size of a dead man. 
Neither man spoke. 


Lunch came and went, and with it went one man.Evan gave 
the bastard one hour before 


he took off looking for him. Twenty minutes of roaming 
around through his field of holes later, the professor found 
his wayward photographer in the most unexpected place: 
beneath the hood of the vandalized truck. 


Nick had changed into a pair of cut-off khaki shorts and an 
old white T-shirt that clung 


wherever it covered. Cannon’s cap he wore backwards on 
his head. It was a suspiciously clever outfit. 


Having a father in the Special Forces was a bonanza to a 
little boy with a hunger to learn 


and a streak of self-reliance. Evan’s dad had taught him lot 
over the years: how to move without making a sound, how 
to shoot the foam off of a mug of beer from one hundred 
yards, twenty-one ways to pick a lock without using your 
hands, but most importantly he had taught Evan how to 
observe. People make a thousand choices every day. From 
what to eat for breakfast to what news program to watch in 
bed, every decision, every choice tells something about that 
person. 


Understand the choices and you understand the man. 


While Evan wasn’t quite ready to give a full psych profile on 
Nick based on his choice of 


his socks, he was willing to bet on one thing from that outfit 
Nick was wearing. Nick Paris was on the defensive. The 
shorts and shirts were all old standbys. From the soft cotton 
threads of the nearly see-through shirt, to the way the 
khakis hung easily but securely from the hips, it was obvious 
Nick had worn these for years. He no doubt felt comfortable 
in them; sure of himself and sure of his place in the world. 
The battered USMC cap didn’t need interpretation. It spoke 
simply for itself. 


Nick Paris was rattled. 


Evan was surprised and conflicted. While part of him wanted 
to shove his fist down the 


man’s throat for the little towel escapade, another part of 
him, the part of himself he’d gotten from his dad, wanted to 
tread more cautiously in hopes of figuring this very 
interesting man out. 


Evan Dyer, however, went with a third option, the best 
option. 


* OK OOK OX 


Five hours later and Nick still felt like a schmuck in heat. As 
he had trudged down the 


hill to the truck and his mission of vehicular mercy, Nick 
wouldn’t have minded one bit if the ground had opened up 
and swallowed his sorry ass. While he knew he should 
apologize again to his host, he just wasn’t physically 
prepared to. Sidling up to the professor with a hard-on the 
size of Maine wasn’t really conducive to a sincere “I’m so 
sorry | stripped you naked.” 


He’d thought about dealing with the current state-sized 
problem in the usual way: a quick 


hand job in the dark. Unfortunately, Nick knew exactly how 
that had turned out the last time. 


Jerking off to thoughts of Evan Dyer was a dangerous, not to 
mention teeth-chattering, 


proposition. Yep, better safe than sorry. He’d make his 
apologies by fixing the professor’s truck. 


Even if he was caught in the middle of the act of attrition, 
his eager partner below would be well hidden in the grill. 


It was the perfect plan—until something struck him hard and 
low from nowhere. 


Suddenly, Nick was shoved hard against the front grill of the 
truck. Hip to hip, Nick was 


pinned between the unmoving truck and a pounding, 
throbbing dick. Arms that smelled of 


sandalwood wrapped around him, crushing his own arms to 
his chest. From the corners of his 


eyes, strands of light blond hair caught the rays of the noon 
sun and shined. The voice that captured his ear was thick 
and brimming with heat. 


“Two men can play at this game,” Evan growled. “But only 
one man will win.” 


Three more animalistic thrusts of jean-covered dick into 
khaki-covered ass and the 


Supposedly innocent and absent-minded professor jerked 
away. 


With his suddenly free hands, Nick grabbed on to the truck, 
fighting to remain upright 


even with buckling knees. He could hear Evan’s harsh and 
heavy breaths only a few feet behind him. He sounded 
barely human. Nick felt barely human. His heart pounded. 
His cock pounded. 


There was little in his mind but an all-consuming and now 
abandoned need. 


With an anger he rarely unleashed these days, Nick spun 
around and roared, “What the 


fuck!” 


In black jeans and a black muscle shirt, Evan stood with his 
arms crossed over his own 


heaving chest, looking and sounding as cocky as hell. “I told 
you to watch your back, Nick.” A smirk played across the 
devil’s lips. 


There was only about five feet between the men now. Nick 
erased two of them as he 


angrily shouted, “I could have killed you!” Oh, Nick knew 
what Evan was doing. Nick knew this was about revenge. 
Unfortunately and quite dangerously, with his little game, 
Evan had brought him to the point of being an animal. Evan 
didn’t know what kind of animal Nick could really be. 


Flashes, horrific stills from another time and another place, 
strobed violently across his mind. He flexed his trembling 
hands at his side. Again and again, he dug his fingernails 
deep within his palms, just searching for that taste of 
blessed, distracting pain. He’d do anything to get those 
horrific images out of his head. 


Evan didn’t appear intimidated in the least. He stole his own 
foot of distance from 


between them as he informed him coldly, “/ could have 
killed you. That’s the damned truth everybody forgets.” 


“Oh yeah. | forgot. Your toes.” Nick rolled his eyes and 
scoffed. He was grateful Evan’s 


little bit of unintentional levity had brought him back from 
the brink of a very dark and vividly remembered chasm. 
While glad he had some of his control back, Nick wasn’t 
about to let Evan take this argument into the realm of the 
ridiculous, of the outright ludicrous. They were going to stay 
right here in the harsh, ugly light of reality. “Or do you have 
one of your big knives or bigger guns to hide behind? Come 
on, Evan!” Nick roared, the last foot between them gone. 


“Come out from behind all your toys and really play.” 


Nick was getting damned tired of this silly game they were 
playing. It was time to either 


jack the heat up a notch or get the hell out of the fucking 
kitchen. 


Evan didn’t so much as even twitch. He stared calmly at 
Nick. Eyes of green fire danced 


with eyes of blue steel. “I don’t plan on playing, Nick. | told 
you, not interested. I’m just proving a point.” 


“A point!” Nick sputtered, barely believing the shit this idiot 
was spewing. “What point, 


Evan? That you’re a cock-tease? Well, you just wasted your 
time and that impressive boner, 


professor. | got that point loud and clear from day one.” 


Evan had the balls to laugh. “Anyone ever tell you that 
you're a real jerk?” 


“| swear, Cannon...” It was the way Evan had said the 
words. The cocky little timber to Evan’s voice, the 
exasperated but amused breath at the end—it was so 


familiar. It was so missed. Nick could almost hear Cannon’s 
faint New England accent tickle the tail of every one of 
Evan's 


word. Nick never even realized he’d said it.* * * * 


Evan Dyer had heard it. Evan Dyer would never forget it. He 
had started this whole mess 


with more or less noble intentions. He’d wanted to show 
Nick he understood what the guy was going through; not 
about Cannon, of course, but about fighting an impossible 
and potentially mortifying attraction. He was going to show 
Nick he felt the same way, that he was attracted too, and 
that, just like Nick, he could fail monumentally at hiding it. 


Evan hadn’t wanted Nick feeling guilty about the towel 
incident. So, Evan was going to 


provide an incident all of his own to balance things out, to 
even up the game. 


Okay, yes, it had been stupid. It had been juvenile. It had 
been a measly excuse to cop a 


guiltless thrust at that fine ass. For all of the grand plan’s 
shortcomings, however, Evan never meant for this to 
happen. 


He had to fix it. H:ell if he knew how. 


He might as well start at the obvious. “Evan,” with a croak 
of cowardice to his voice he 


interrupted Nick before he could go any further. “I’m sorry, 
Nick, but I’m Evan. Not Cannon.” 


The instant Nick realized what he had done, what mistake 
had been made, all color bled 


out of the man’s face. With lips suddenly pale and stretched 
thin, cheekbones holding up gaunt, pasty cheeks, Nick’s 
eyes suddenly went dead. 


Nick’s fists did not. 


The first right hit Evan square on the side of his face. The 
follow-up left glanced off of 


his jaw and veered off becoming a direct hit to Evan’s 
collarbone. 


The professor didn’t allow a third punch. 


Tackling Nick with his fully body, both men crashed to the 
ground and began to roll. 


Down the hill, arms locked fiercely around each other, they 
tumbled and they cursed. By the time they had come to a 
stop, things were being said that no man should hear, let 
alone let loose from his tongue. 


At that moment both men were as guilty as hell. 


Nick was the first to pull up from the fog of raw fury. He was 
on top. Tears of anger and 


of something else rained down his cheek as he growled at 
the man he now held by the neck. “Do you have any fucking 
idea what | could do to you? What | have done?” 


Evan’s knee connected firmly with Nick’s groin. The 
pressure on Evan’s neck loosened 


just enough for the professor to roll them back over with 
Evan now on top. With his breathing ragged and the side of 
his face and shoulder burning, Evan grabbed Nick by the 
hair with one hand and by the chin with the other. He said 
right in Nick’s face, “You ever hit Cannon?” 


“No!” Nick’s look of horror assured Evan it was the truth. 


Knowing he had limited time before Nick countered his last 
move, Evan crushed his lips 


down onto Nick’s and sucked Nick’s tongue right down his 
throat. 


At first, Nick struggled like a madman. 


With a grunt Nick could feel down to his toes, Evan tugged 
hard on his hair, snapping his 


head back even further. Taking advantage of the better 
position, Evan thrust his own tongue down Nick’s needy 
throat. 


Slowly, and with a growl that sounded of utter failure, Nick 
stopped his thrashing, 


grabbed Evan by the back of his hair, and proceeded to fuck 
the professor’s mouth right back. 


It was a battle, really. There was nothing kind or gentle 
about it. It was simply two men 


fighting for the control both of them had lost somewhere 
along the way. Tongues and teeth, lips and hot, cursing 
breaths, they fought with it all. 


Long minutes passed in such violent struggle. At the end 
there were no winners, only 


Survivors retreating back only far enough to breathe. 


Evan thought he had gained the upper hand. With knees 
ground securely into the grass 


and the toes of his boots dug deep in the dirt for optimum 
balance, leverage, and movement, it was tactically sound to 
assume victory—or so his Special Forces father would have 
been sure to allege. As Evan buckled under Nick’s next 
maneuver, however, Evan somehow doubted his 


father had ever been frotted by a master in the heat of 
combat. 


It happened fast. 


Nick’s right arm had somehow weaseled itself out from 
Evan’s weight and found its way 


around the professor’s waist. With all the touching, groping, 
and moaning going on, Evan never even noticed he’d just 
been encircled. 


Nick’s strike was bold and calculating. 
Evan didn’t stand a chance. 


With a hard blow with the heel of his right palm, Nick 
suddenly drove all his 


considerable strength down onto the base of Evan’s spine. It 
wasn’t a blow to hurt; it was a blow to move. It worked to 
perfection. 


An “Oomph!” was shoved out of the professor’s unprepared 
lungs as Evan fell flat onto 


Nick’s body. Like the steely jaws of a bear trap that had just 
been sprung, Nick’s arms suddenly locked around Evan’s 
torso, each hand grabbing each wrist to form an 
unbreakable hold. 


Evan tried to break it nonetheless. “What the fuck?” He 
brought his own leg up and 


around Nick’s trying to gain a new foothold. 


Nick spotted the tactic right off and countered it by throwing 
all his weight up into 


Evan's still-trapped body and rolling them violently over. 
Nick found himself on top of their man pile once again. He 
licked his lips in mute appreciation of the madly cursing and 
squirming collection of muscle and soul beneath him. When 
Evan began to lash out in what Nick believed to be 
Hungarian, Nick dove his mouth down, sucked the 
professor’s full bottom lip between his own and proceeded 
to bite down. 


Evan screeched into Nick’s mouth. 


Like a devil who’d just gotten his first taste of chocolate, 
Nick smiled and let go. Not one drop of blood had been let in 
this clear display of momentary superiority. 


Any response, verbal or nonverbal, Evan might have been 
considering disintegrated 


completely as Nick Paris began to hump him. Not a gentle 
roll and sway of hips and penis either, but a no-holds-barred 
jack hammering of groin into groin. 


The rhythm was fast and unrelenting. With his bear hold 
lock on Evan still firm, Nick 


could simply dig and grind and screw his hard, formidable 
dick into Evan’s again, and again, and again. 


“Bastard!” Evan gasped out in a pitiful stammer. His legs 
now lay wide open, allowing 


unfettered accessibility to cock and balls alike. 
Evan would not get a second chance. 


Slamming his lips onto the professor’s, Nick matched every 
bone-jarring thrust of his 


hips with an equally lethal skewering of tongue into throat. 


Evan quickly lost all sense of objection. The good professor 
began to hump back. 


The men didn’t move together; they moved against. Hard. 
Fast. No inhibition, no kid 


gloves. 


Although no skin touched skin, except for the long, wet 
sweep of tongue against tongue, 


the fucking was nevertheless frenetic and very, very real. 


It was so powerful, so intense, like two suns in the same 
orbit, that it couldn’t 


last.Screaming into each other’s mouth, neither victims nor 
victors, the world-class photographer and the well-respected 
professor came hard and long in their pants. 


Chapter Six: Louis 


As breaths slowly became easier to control and those 
telltale stars bled back into the 


inside of his eyelids, Evan realized that Nick was still lying 
on top of him, with no apparent intention to get off him. 
Evan opened his mouth to say something sarcastic and 
appropriately biting when Nick shocked the hell out of him. 


“Have you ever killed a man with your bare hands?” 


Evan’s heart pulled to a stop. He knew what this was about, 
and he knew he couldn’t 


sugarcoat his answer. So he shot right back, “No. But if | just 
Saw my partner get his head blown off, | sure as hell would 
have snapped any neck | could have gotten hold of, 
especially the bastard with the gun.” 


Nick deflated. His bones, his lungs, even the fire burning so 
fiercely in his eyes deserted the man in one spoken, 
sorrow=filled breath. “You know.” 


It hadn’t been a question but it deserved an answer just the 
same. “I know.” Despite still 


struggling to gather back the breath that had been lost to 
their violent kissing, Evan managed to give the words a 
gentle firmness. He risked a lot, everything Evan would later 
realize, when he reached out and cupped Nick’s face safely 
in his palm. The gesture wasn’t meant as some kind of 
absolution, for in Evan’s way of thinking there wasn’t a 
damned thing for which Nick needed to be forgiven. It was 
simply a touch for a man who desperately needed to be 
touched. 


With a heart-wrenching hesitation, Nick turned his face 
toward the offered warmth. He 


laughed sadly. “He'd never forgive me.” He eased himself 
off of Evan’s body, dropping down to lie by the man’s side. 


Evan never moved his hand away. Cannon’s name went 
unspoken. “What do you think 


he would have done in your place?” A smile tickled Evan’s 
lips as he gently teased the 


photographer, “Hate to tell you, Nicholas, but if he was 
hanging out with you, | doubt he was a saint.” 


Nick snorted and rolled his face away from the comforting 
hand. With his head still 


cushioned by nothing but the steppe grasses, Nick just lay 
on his back and stared into a distant place only he was 
cursed to see. 


Evan knew exactly what was happening, and he wasn’t 
going to allow it. “Tell me,” he 


said as he slowly sat up. Crossing his bent legs before him, 
he leaned over his knees and laid his hand upon Nick’s still- 
heaving chest. “Please. There’s no need to go back there 
alone.” 


Nick’s whisper was heavy and tired, as if weighted down by 
ghosts. “I didn’t know he 


was dead, not that first moment. | dove into the sand at the 
shot. Cannon and | had been in enough stupid situations for 
me to know what a gunshot sounded like, and to know it 
was close and most likely aimed at us. So, like a fucking 


coward, | dropped to the ground and covered my head and 
prayed.” Nick laughed harshly. “I actually remembering 
praying. ‘God, help me.’ Not, God help us.” 


“Nick...” 


“Forget it.” There was no anger, simply sadness now. 
“That’s not the point. I’m lying 


there and it takes me a while to realize there was only one 
shot. | started thinking maybe | had been wrong, maybe it 
hadn’t been a gunshot after all. | was going to look pretty 
stupid hiding in the sand when it was only that damned 
police boat’s engine backfiring.” Nick chuckled from 


beneath a broken smile. “Cannon would never have let me 
hear the end of it.” 


Nick Paris peeked up from the crook of his elbow, snorting 
out the stupid sand that had gone up his nose during his 
momentary and childish panic. “That damned boat,” Nick 
was 


already fussing as he blinked away the fresh brightness of 
the sun. “Somebody ought to...” 


Nick didn’t see Cannon. He should be standing right there 
between Nick and the sea. A 


smart-ass grin latched on to Nick’s lips. Apparently he 
wasn’t the only one to go shit scared at the backfire. 
Pushing himself up to his knees and snickering, Nick called 
out, “Come on out, buddy, l'Il protect you.” 


“Buokai!” an unfamiliar voice suddenly blurted out from 
behind him. “Buokai! Buokai!” 


From on his knees, Nick turned around and saw the drunk- 
out-of-his-mind, tool- 


menacing fool. The man was kneeling on the sand. He was 
cradling a very still Cannon in his lap. 


“Get away from him!” Nick cried as he clumsily crawled the 
few feet to Cannon’s side. 


The islander did not move. 


“God damn it! Get away!” Nick shoved the drunk ass fool 
back. 


With eyes dilated and foggy, the man shuffled his legs out 
from beneath the body and 


crab-crawled back and away, muttering something over and 
over in what was probably Kiribati. 


Cannon and Nick had only been able to learn a few words of 
the island chain’s native tongue before they had arrived. 
“Goodbye,” “hello,” “please,” and “help me” was as far as 
they had gotten. 


Much later, Nick would remember “buokai” as the word for 
“help me.” 


“Cannon!” With the tool-guy out of the way, Nick could 
concentrate on his partner. He 


was lying sprawled on his back, his face turned away and to 
the side. “Hey, Ash, come on! What did this guy finally clock 
you with?” Nick was rambling and ignoring the small hole in 
his best friend’s temple. Fumbling with Cannon’s still-warm 
hands, Nick patted them as he continued to joke, continued 
not to see— 


“This is going to be hell for your rep, man.” He pulled down 
Cannon’s T-shirt that had 


ridden up in the fall to show a hint of his navel. “You and 
your damn dignity,” Nick fussed as he patted the shirt down 
onto Cannon’s stomach. “You're going to owe me big time 
for this one, bud.” 


Nick checked that the island guy was still cowering a safe 
distance away. Nick refused to see that the man was 
covered in blood. 


“But don’t worry, l'Il tell the guys you were in a bar fight and 
got clobbered in the head with a beer keg or something.” 
Nick refused to look into his lover’s face. Nick refused to see 
the open eyes. 


“FII tell them all you gave ’em hell, okay?” For some reason, 
Nick was crying. 


“Deal?” For some reason, Nick was sobbing. 


“Ash?” For some reason, Nick was shaking as he reached up 
to turn Cannon’s face to 


him. 


“Is he dead?” A voice soured by disappointment fell down 
from above. 


The policeman, the one who had driven up the garishly 
painted little boat to rescue them, stood above Nick and the 
corpse of the only person Nick had ever loved. The officer 
was scratching his head and sighing in a voice that knew 
English too well. “Finally had my chance to take out old 
Louis here, and I miss.” The policeman turned to the 
kneeling islander. “But don’t think you’re getting away with 


this, old man. You just got an innocent man killed. There’s 
going to be hell to pay.” 


Nick looked back at the drunken man, a man whose name 
he knew only now to be Louis. 


With eyes painfully sober. Louis’s face went pale with fear. 


Spinning back around, Nick saw the officer had raised his 
gun again. The barrel was 


aimed right at Louls’s head. 


The murderer sneered as a lethal idea burned in his cold 
eyes, “On second thought, 


there’s no reason not to put you down right here.” The 
gunman spared a glance back to Nick and winked. “What do 
you say, Mr. Paris? Up for a little revenge?” 


Nick didn’t answer. He acted. 


Leaping up from his knees, Nick barreled into the man’s 
back and took the officer down 


hard to the ground. 


Just like in the movies, the gun flew through the air as if in 
slow motion. Finally, but with no crescendo of music, no 
cheer from the crowd, the weapon buried itself deep into 
the pearl-hued sand. 


All was mocking silence as the policeman reached out for 
his lost gun. 


No warning was given or deserved. 


Nick’s arms clamped around the throat of Cannon’s killer. 
With a sharp and final crack, Nick Paris snapped the man’s 
neck clean through. 


As one killer fell face first in the sand dead, another killer 
was born. 


Now, a thousand miles and hundreds of days away, Nick, 
with a heart scarred and still 


bleeding, admitted to the passing clouds, “I had a choice.” 
“The hell you did,” Evan countered. 


Nick still wouldn’t look at him. He had been over all the 
various scenarios of what else 


he could have done a million times in his head. At one 
particularly low point, he even had a list of “I could have’s. 
When he had caught himself thinking about alphabetizing 
the damn list for easier reference, Nick had cut the tequila 
out of his before-noon menu. These days, he was just too 
tired, maybe too resigned to his guilt, to really give his 
options their just due. Nick couldn’t change the past, and if 
he could, that sure as hell wasn’t what he would change. 


Flopping his hand tiredly at his side, he decided to give Evan 
a token “could have.” 


“Come on. You know | could have just knocked him out, tied 
up his ass with palm fronds or 


Louis’s shoelaces, and wait for the rest of the cop’s buddies 
to come looking for him.” Nick laughed, for the first time 
really noticing how truly ridiculous that option had been. He 
shook off the thought and re-staked his claim on guilt, 
“Bottom line is, Evan, | didn’t have to kill him.” 


“From what | read, the Kiribati courts didn’t agree with you.” 
Bless his heart, Evan had 


the audacity to use logic as his battle plan. 


Nick chuckled. “Politics, professor, that’s all that ruling was. 
Politics on the international scale, no less.” It was true. The 
trial had been a farce, one well scripted for the media. It had 
lasted three weeks, with World Geographic sending a long 
line of their most famous contributors as character 
witnesses. It was a publicity coup for the magazine. In the 
end, though, one simple fact had guaranteed the outcome 
before the first piece of evidence was entered. “Kiribati 


couldn't risk alienating the United States. What country with 
just one police boat could?” It was a sad statement about 
the world, but a true one. 


Even the brilliant doctor of a whole bunch of really old and 
complicated things couldn’t 


come up with a response to that. The professor immediately 
scurried around looking for a new route of logic. “What did 
Louis say?” 


Nick almost hated to disappoint the guy. “He lied, Evan. He 
swore up and down that that 


psycho cop was pointing the gun at me, planning to spread 
my brains out there right beside 


Cannon’s. Louis said | had no choice.” For the first time 
realizing he was still lying flat on his back on the grass, Nick 
shoved himself up to his feet and away from the undeserved 
warmth of Evan’s hand. Nick looked down and stared hard 
into those dark green eyes. “But | did have a choice. I’ve got 
to live with that. So do you, | guess.” 


“Are you sorry you killed him?” Evan looked Nick straight in 
the eye. 


Okay, Nick would admit it. He’d had some sort of silly notion 
that Evan would bolt at his 


“live with it” declaration. With his moralistic quills all 
standing on end, he could just imagine Evan heading off into 
the sunset as the credits to “their short short story” rolled 
down. Nick had not, however, imagined this turn of events. 


Like the coward that he was, Nick closed his eyes and spoke 
the truth. “No, I’m not 


sorry that | snapped the bastard’s neck.” 


Evan nodded, showing no outward sign of emotion. He 
allowed a beat to pass in silence 


before he replied plainly, “If it matters, I’m not sorry you 
killed him either.” 


Whether it was with relief or the fact that his sanity was 
finally slipping, Nick fought off the crazy urge to laugh. “l 
don’t have a fucking clue why, Evan, but yeah, it does 
matter.” 


Chapter Seven: Matarena’s Heart 


The air between them was too heavy. The smell of mindless 
sex, the lingering presence 


of once-shed tears, the hum of growing electricity, it was all 
there, hanging between them. It was too much. Evan simply 
couldn’t risk staying. 


With a sigh he hoped sounded casual and not vexed, Evan 
Slapped his hands on his thighs 


and pushed himself up to his feet. Feet dragging, he headed 
Slowly back up the hill they’d rolled down. He only glanced 
back once to make sure that Nick was indeed following him. 
Apparently they both needed a change of venue. 


Without a word of explanation or question, they passed right 
by the truck and headed 


straight back to camp. The need for a change of clothes was 
an unspoken necessity. 


One went to the shower, the other to the main tent. Fifteen 
minutes later, they found each 


other at the ill-fated truck. 


Evan glanced over at Nick. “So you really think you can fix 
her?” It was as if the last 


hour had never happened. Evan could only hope Nick would 
play along. 


He did and snorted right on cue. “Wouldn’t really call ita 
‘her,’ professor. We're talking spayed and neutered, here.” 


Not to be daunted, Evan suggested hopefully, “You know, | 
think there’s a toolbox in the 


back end somewhere. | could look for it.” 


Nick had wandered back over to the open hood of the truck 
and buried his head and arms 


back in it. “Don’t bother. You’ve got squat in that box,” his 
voice rattled out from the innermost nooks and crannies 


under the truck’s hood. His hand jutted out and pointed at 
the toolbox lying disemboweled a few feet away. “If you’re 
going to lug that thing all the way out here, you could at 
least have more in it than a screwdriver, a hammer, and a 
granola bar.” 


“That’s where it is!” Evan grinned at the discovery of the 
elusive breakfast bar from the 


morning’s search. At least something was going right. He 
headed straight over to his ray of sunshine. 


Nick shrugged from his bent-over position. “It was good.” 


Evan stopped dead in his tracks. His world had gone a little 
bit darker. “Bastard,” the 


professor kindly said. 


Disentangling himself from whatever he was doing in there, 
Nick slowly raised up and 


turned solemnly to the professor. “You’re right. |I am a 
bastard, but not for eating your granola bar. | shouldn’t 
have...” Nick stumbled, seeming to not know whether to 
start with the towel 


escapade or the punch to the jaw. 


Evan stared him down. Scrutinizing every little thing he 
could read out of Nick’s 


gorgeous eyes, Evan finally nodded once. Absolution was 
given for it all. 


Nick grinned. 


For a moment, Evan even joined him. “You got a clue as to 
what you’re doing?” The 


truck again gained his attention. 


The shrug Nick gifted him with didn’t exude a great deal of 
confidence. “Maybe,” Nick 


hedged as he dove back in to the confines of the inner 
truck. “Spent the last hour digging parts out of upholstery 
and taillights.” 


With a grimace of embarrassment, Evan stared down at his 
feet and kicked the shit out of 


a little rock. He finally allowed, “Yeah, well, that may not 
have been one of my finer moments.” 


“Don’t apologize.” Nick waved off the apology a little too 
quickly for Evan’s liking. “I’m 


just glad | got to see it.” 


“It?” Evan had a pretty good idea that his trouncing around 
in nothing but a towel might 


have had a little bit to do with Nick’s enjoyment factor. 


“Your, um, meltdown,” Nick hedged, then immediately 
changed the subject. “Got any 


idea who did this?” 


“Since | know firsthand that you were too shit-faced last 
night to do it yourself, let me 


see...” 


Nick ignored the dig. “Don’t see any reason for your grave 
robbers to do it. Can’t really 


see the mayor out here getting her hands all dirty either. 
You got any more enemies | don’t know about?” 


“Nothing was taken. The rest of the camp wasn’t touched. 
Maybe it was kids?” 


“Bullshit.” 


Evan had a tendency to agree with him. It didn’t matter 
now, anyway. What was 


important was getting the truck fixed. If Nick could do it, 
great, but there was no need for him to waste all his time on 
it when they had a second option. “Give it half a day, Nick. 
Lukhym usually pops by on Wednesdays, so he can give us 
a ride into town tomorrow if you can’t get it running by 
then.” 


“Goody. ” 


They drifted into an uncomfortable silence, one that Evan 
was more than happy to suffer 


through. Things were moving way too fast. He was having 
trouble controlling what was going 


on. A nice, long, albeit fucking weird, silence might be just 
what the two men needed to get their heads back on 
straight and their hearts and dicks clear out of the picture. 


Nick, apparently had other ideas for resolution. “Are you all 
right?” He was standing 


now, his ass leaning against the grill of the truck, his eyes 
trying to bore a hole right through Evan. 


Evan rolled his eyes. “Shouldn't | be the one asking you 
that?” 


Nick shoved his hands into his front pockets, rocked back on 
his heels, and tried to play 


dumb. “Why?” 


Evan wasn’t really up for any more games. “Cannon 
Ashford,”, he stated bluntly. 


“It’s been over a year.” Nick had the audacity to shrug. 
Apparently he, too, was more 


than willing to resurrect all those walls they had just torn 
down. 


“So?” Evan shot back, not buying for a moment the carefree 
shit. 


Nick laughed cruelly. “I just had my brains fucked out last 
night by two complete 


strangers. l'’d say that pretty much proves that I’m over—” 


“Two?” Evan interrupted. Sure, Nick may have known Evan 
for just two days, but there 


was no way he could still consider Evan a stranger. 


“Two,” Nick confirmed, not a scrap of shame lying about his 
toothy grin. Under Evan’s 


piercing gaze, however, the grin began to inevitably 
crumble. Nick scrubbed the heels of his palms hard into his 


eyes. “Okay, the guy’s name was Pyotr something or other. 
He was sort of, well, unintentional.” 


“Ahh...” Evan bit back a suspicious twitch to his mouth. “I’m 
not even going to ask you 


the mechanics of how you can fuck a guy unintentionally.” 


No doubt knowing there was no way of saving this particular 
line of conversation, Nick 


politely stammered, “Thank you.” 


Always having to get the last word in, Evan replied just as 
graciously, “You're 


welcome.” Nick retreated. “So, you’re all right?” he asked 
again. 


“Yes.” Evan dropped his chin to his chest and sighed. 
Patience was running thin. 


Nick cocked his head, measuring him up like they were a 
couple of junkyard dogs fresh 


off the leash. “You're fine, huh?” Nick waited gentlemanly 
for Evan’s nod before just as genially querying, “If I called 
you a shitty liar, you going to tackle me again?” 


Evan snorted, then sighed. “No.” He didn’t know what he 
was going to do, but he wasn’t 


going to do that. All the fight in him had pretty much shot 
into his pants with his load of come. 


Figuring now was as good a time as any, Evan bit back his 
good sense and warned, “You need to be careful.” 


Nick bristled, no doubt thinking his rocking and rubbing 
session earlier was being 


maligned. “Hey, you got pretty rough too...” Nick paled as 
another possibility shot into his head. 


“Shit, did | hurt you?” 


Evan impatiently slapped away his suddenly roving hands. 
Yep, he knew this had been a 


bad idea. “I’m not talking about me, you idiot. I’m talking 
about her.” 


Nick swelled up like a fox who'd just had his fill of chicks. 
“Well, let me just tell you, 


dear professor, that girl is a hellcat. She can handle 
herself...and me...and Mister Pyotr no- 


name.” 


Evan shook his head. “I’m talking about Sashenka Borsch. 
You know, the mayor? You 


haven’t unintentionally fucked her, too, | hope?” That was 
really all Evan needed. 


Nick quickly put that worry to rest. “Ick.” 


Unsoiled photographer or not, Evan was at the end of his 
rope. “Would you listen to 


me?” By the look on Nick’s face, Evan feared he’d gone too 
far and pushed the man straight into deaf and dumb 
pissiness. Taking a deep breath, hoping to hell he could save 
the damned conversation, Evan continued calmly. “All I’m 
saying is Sashenka has to be handled with kid gloves.” 


Nick squinted in curiosity, then nodded his head solemnly. 
“That why you lied to her?” 


Evan winced. He’d been hoping Nick hadn’t caught that. 


Right before Evan’s eyes, Nick suddenly transformed into 
the infamous cat who'd just 


swallowed Grandma’s canary. “I figured there had to be 
reason why you were keeping our little gold camels all hush- 
hush.” 


“Yes.” Evan closed his eyes, hoping to end this here, with 
limited details. “Knowledge is 


a dangerous thing. You don’t want to give the mayor any 
more than you have to.” 


Nick turned shark and maliciously grinned as he got his first 
whiff of blood in the water. 


“You got proof?” 


Evan stared at him incredulously. “That you’re a moron? Yes. 
Just got it.” 


“Evan...” a thoroughly frustrated Nick began to plea. “We're 
talking a big, juicy story 


here. We're talking corruption, government, organized 
crime...” 


Evan, however, was having none of it. He figured it was time 
to lay it all down on the 


line. “I’m not looking to get killed over our little gold camels, 
are you?” Nick’s sudden possessiveness of the Barbarian 
plaques had not gone unnoticed by the professor. 


It was obvious that Nick was revving himself up for a fight. 
Evan’s next words, however, 


stopped him dead in his tracks. 
“I’m not stupid, Nick. If I’m going to risk my ass, it’s going to 
be for a hell of a lot more than little camels.” Evan paused 


just long enough to hopefully let that sink into Nick’s hard 
head. 


“You understand what I’m saying?” 
“What are you saying?” 


Evan closed his eyes and prayed for either patience or a 
ride home. “What do you think 


I’m saying?” 


The moment it all clicked together for Nick, thankfully, 
wasn’t long in coming. “You’ve 


found something?” A devious little smile began to curl its 
way across the photographer's lips. 


Despite Evan’s best efforts, Nick’s excitement was 
contagious and he grinned a little also 


as he admitted, “Something, but not all. Nowhere near all.” 


“Is this like a panning-for-gold thing? You’ve found some 
color so now you’re digging 


around for a vein?” 


Evan hoped his blank look would be enough to convince 
Nick that he was truly lost. 


It did.Nick didn’t let up. “What? You’ve never watched an old 
western in your life? You 


know, Walter Brennan, Tom Mix, Smiley Burnette...” Nick 
stopped. 


Evan found himself smiling. “You about done?” 


“About.” Nick nodded, then kept on gleefully spouting out 
his useless but obviously 


much-beloved trivia. “And don’t forget Sunset Carson, Hoot 
Gibson, Smith Ballew, Spade...” 


Evan would one day wonder what good old Spade’s last 
name was. At the moment, 


however, he just really, really needed to kiss Nick, the big 
goof 


Ten minutes later, Nick and Evan were still kissing. 


* * * *Breathless, confused, little general cocked and ready 
to re-fire, all Nick was finally able to get passed his still- 
tingling lips was, “My momma used to call me Spud.” Hey, if 
the guy had some kind of fetish thing going on with dumb- 
ass names, Nick was more than happy to 


oblige him. 


The spurt of laughter wasn’t quite the reaction Nick had 
been going for. But watching the 


archaeologist laugh until tears were running down his face 
had a certain appeal all of its own. 


“A rhyton and a sword,” Evan suddenly tossed out between 
what could only be called 


manly giggles. 


“Huh?” Nick really hoped that giggles weren’t like curses 
with Evan, inciting a 


nonsensical change into ancient dialects. 


Still wiping the tears of laughter from his face, Evan settled 
down on the truck’s front 


bumper to clarify, “That’s what else I’ve found. A silver 
drinking horn, called a rhyton, with a ram’s head as its 
mouth and a gold and iron sword over three feet long that 
I’m guessing could only have been used on horseback.” 


“And that’s good?” Nick asked although, he suspected it was 
by the pride in the 


professor’s voice. 

Evan confirmed it. “It’s extraordinary.” 

“So, where are they?” Nick immediately wanted to know. 
“Safe.” Evan immediately didn’t want him to know. 

Nick rolled his eyes. “How cryptic of you, Mr. Bond.” 


“Shut up,” Evan replied with a twinkle in his dark green 
eyes. There was no doubt he was 


enjoying the hell out of this subterfuge. 


Nick laughed, as he, too, made the bumper home. “Got a 
little bit of your Special Ops 


daddy in you, don’t ya?” 


Evan shrugged but didn’t deny it. One of those sighs that 
sounded like a man had just s 


dug it up from the weeds of his soul was suddenly given. 
“Guess you saw what’s in the glove compartment?” 


The sudden change of subject was unexpected and 
sobering, but Nick was an expert at 


rolling with those “out of left field” punches. “Yeah, your 
research?” Nick paused. Evan nodded. 


“| saw it.” 
“Okay, just didn’t want you...” Evan turned sheepish. 
“| don’t need you coddling me.” 


Former sheepishness nowhere in sight, Evan informed with a 
derisive snort, “Don’t 


worry. | don’t have the guts.” 


Nick doubted Evan was lacking the guts to do just about 
anything, but Nick didn’t say it. 


He just stared at his own hands lying limply in his lap. 


Evan left. The truck door opened then closed. Evan returned 
to the bumper and 


unapologetically shoved the World Geographic magazine 
into Nick’s gut. “Have you read it?” 


He wasn’t really surprised to hear Evan ask. 


Nick thought about lying, covering up just how screwed up 
he was, but in the end he just 


didn’t have the energy. “No,” he admitted, a small jerk 
across his shoulders feigning a shrug. “I always stick to 
firsthand accounts when it comes to shit like that.” He rolled 
up the magazine, turned, and popped Evan in the chest with 
it. “Never trust what you read, professor.” Nick forced out a 
halfhearted smile, stood up, and started to walk away. 


“You should read it.” Evan took a step to follow. 


Nick stopped. He could feel the muscle in his drawn-up jaw 
twitching. He slowly turned 


around. “What did I just say? | was there, book brain. | don’t 
need a damned stranger telling me what | saw, what | did.” 


“You really don’t know.” A sad amazement lay heavily 
across his face. 


Nick fought not to wipe it off of his face with a fist. “Know 
what?” Nick growled, just 


about ready to hurl the dear professor into one of his 
precious holes. 


Evan didn’t back down; in fact, he stood even straighter. “A 
stranger didn’t write this 


story, Nick. Cannon did.” 


Nick grabbed Evan by the shirt of his collar and shoved him 
hard against the side of the 


truck. “What the hell kind of game are you playing?” Forget 
the hole, he was just going to beat this jerk to a bloody pulp. 
“Maybe you've never lost anyone, teach, but...” 


Evan shoved the rolled-up magazine right back into Nick’s 
gut. “Read the damn story. He 


implies in there that you’re not a coward. Prove him right.” 
Shoving the man back a few steps, Evan peeled his hands 
off of his shirt and simply walked away. 


Nick didn’t move. His knees deserted him and sat his ass 
hard on the very grass in which 


he’d stood. Slowly, he unrolled the magazine. Ignoring 
Cannon’s picture, Nick clumsily 


thumbed through the pages, his eyes looking nowhere but 
at the footer on each page. He didn’t even know what the 
damned story was called, but Nick figured he’d know it 
when he saw it. He was right. 


On page fifty-three, the footer read, “Cannon Ashford: A Life 
Lost for a Story Told.” 


Nick began to read, the memories of that day flooding his 
Senses... 


Cannon had bribed the little girl with a Coke. Or maybe it 
had been a chocolate bar? 


Nick couldn’t remember. All he could recall now was the 
result: a grinning spitfire of a girl high on sugar and giddy on 
the summer sun. There was a picture of Matarena 
somewhere. Nick had tried to capture her gregarious 
innocence with his camera. He had quickly realized, 
however, that hers was a spirit best caught by the brush 
and the canvas of Norman Rockwell. In the end, Nick had 
just sat back and watched, drinking in the scene with no 
lens acting as a middleman. 


He thanked God for that choice now, as he was able to 
remember the moment as a raw and 


unspoiled account of Cannon Ashford, the man he would 
always love. 


Sitting on her brown ankles, bouncing on them with her 
every breath, and spoon up to 


her mouth, Matarena asked, “What color are your heart’s 
eyes?” She was eight years old and in love with a boy she 
collected seashells with. She called the boy her heart. After 
an hour of listening to Cannon interviewing the isolated 
village elders, the little girl had wanted to try her hand at 
asking all those “really fun questions.” Cannon had caved 
after the first “please, please, please!” He even had 
promised her he’d record her interview on tape, just like he 
had done with the other islanders’ “big talks.” 


It was from this little girl’s “big talk” that World Geographic 
had plundered Cannon’s words of Nick Paris. Nick read them 
now with a smile and with the memory of each voice still 
haunting his heart. 


“What color are your heart’s eyes?” Matarena had asked, 
then immediately had moved 


the spoon to Cannon’s lips. 


“A seaweed blue-green,” he had answered around a teasing 
grin. 


For those last few precious days Cannon had taken to calling 
Nick “Old Kelp Eyes” in 


bed. Nick had sworn up and down that he’d never forgive 
Cannon for that. 


“What makes your heart laugh?” she had then asked in a 
laughter all her own. 


“Life.” At the little girl’s less than impressed look Cannon 
had explained, “Have you 


ever lay on your back and made all sorts of funny animals 
out of the passing clouds?” 


She nodded. 


“Well, my heart does the same. Even those big scary storm 
clouds are made into 


hiccupping hippos, jousting jellyfish, or anything else sure to 
bring me and the world a giggle.” 


Nick could barely remember being that man, although he 
had caught a glimpse or two of 


him of late. The towel-napping was classic Paris. Though the 
more Nick thought about it the more he realized he would 
never have thought of doing such a thing to Cannon. The 


poor Quy 


would have been mortified. He certainly would never have 
struck out for revenge like the 


professor. Cannon and Evan were two hell of a different 
men. Nick wasn’t quite sure yet why that was important. He 
just knew that it was, or it would be. 


The little girl’s voice suddenly came back to his mind as he 
continued to read on... 


“What makes your heart cry?” Matarena’s bottom lip was 
pinched between her teeth, 


unsure if her question was really a good one. 


“Nothing.” Cannon’s answer had been quick and obviously 
quite final, even to the 


amateur reporter. She had quickly moved on. 


Now, as Nick sat on the steppes of the Black Sea, a man 
who had been awash in tears 


even in his dreams, he whispered to the magazine’s page, 
“Liar.” 


“Is your heart ticklish?” The little girl had giggled even as 
she had asked it. 


“I don’t know.” Cannon’s voice had taken on an odd wistful 
nature with the words. 


Only with the stark ravages of passed time could Nick see 
now that Cannon had already 


been mourning the missed opportunities, the missed 
moments they had never had... and never 


would have. 


Her next question had come out in a rush of one breath. 
“Would your heart swim the 


ocean for you, even if they’d drown and sink to the bottom 
of the sea never, ever to be found again?” 


Cannon had laughed sadly. “Against all my objections, yes.” 


“Would you?” 


“Sure.” Cannon had shrugged, a teasing wrinkle to his 
smile. “I’ve always wanted to see the bottom of the ocean.” 


Nick squeezed his eyes shut. Somehow, mercifully, he had 
forgotten about that off- 


handed quip. Sarcastically, with a wrinkle of anger in his 
smile, he asked the seaborne breeze, 


“Like what you’re seeing down there, buddy?” 


Having left no will or further instructions or even half-baked 
desires, Cannon’s ashes, 


along with the much beloved blue notebook and a bag of 
the island’s sand, had been put in a small metal chest and 
dropped down to the depths of the South Pacific’s sun- 
bleached waters. 


Nick would have closed the damned magazine right then, 
having had enough of the 


bittersweet memories now stinging his soul afresh, but Nick 
kept the pages open. His hands 


clung to them, knowing what questions had come next. 
They were the questions and answers that World 
Geographic had recorded in black and white for the whole 
world to see. Nick had to read it, hear it, remember it in its 
full color one more time. 


The little girl had leaned forward across the old picnic table 
and whispered for only 


Cannon and eternity to hear, “Who is that man over there?” 


Nick could still see Cannon turning to see what mysterious 
man had drawn the girl’s 


curiosity. Not knowing that Nick had been observing their 
little tete a tete until that moment, Cannon had immediately 
blushed down to his sinfully long eyelashes. 


The two men had made it a point never to put into words 
their relationship. They had just 


enjoyed what they got and had never asked for anything 
more. Unbeknownst to her, the little girl had just performed 
a brilliant interrogation of the writer and his unspoken love 
life. It was truly a journalistic coup. 


Cannon could have retreated, made a beeline for the “| 
wasn’t talking about you” excuse. 


Yep, Cannon could have done that. Nick sure as hell would 
have done just that. Cannon, 


however, had taken the high road. His honesty would turn 
Nick’s world on its end. Damn the 


man and his morals. 


“You mean him?” Cannon had jerked his thumb over his 
shoulder at Nick, an 


unreadable gleam twinkling in his quick glance. 
The little girl had nodded. 


He, too, had then leaned forward, whispering his reply in a 
conspiratorial hush, “He 


takes pictures.” 


Decidedly unimpressed, the little girl leaned a little ways 
back away from the table as she asked, “What does he 
takes pictures of?” 


“Of the stuff grown-ups aren’t brave enough to see.” 
“But isn’t he one? A grown-up?” 


“Nah, he just struts around in big boy’s clothes to show off 
for the ladies.” 


She giggled before turning back to the business of secret- 
sharing. “So what kind of stuff can’t grown-ups see?” 


“Skies of hiccupping hippos and jousting jellyfish.” 


The declaration had been as simple and as weird as that. 
Oh, Cannon hadn’t come out and stated, “I’m in love with 
Nick Paris.” Nick would be the first to admit that he would 
have not taken that kind of bold proclamation well. A 
circuitous and sneaky back-door route was truly the only 
way Nick would have accepted such an admission. Cannon 
had known, or perhaps he had 


just hoped, that Nick hearing that he was in fact Cannon’s 
heart would be enough. He had been right, as usual. 


“Oh, wow!” Her face had lit up then, but soured surprisingly 
fast. “So why is he just 


sitting there looking at us?” Doubt had crept back up into 
Matarena’s voice. 


“Because he knows a mermaid when he sees one.” Cannon 
had leaned close to Matarena 


and winked. “Even if she is very busy pretending to be a 
little girl.” 


Nick allowed the 


magazine to fall shut. It slipped from his fingers and landed 
closed and silent on the Ukrainian soil. He looked up to the 
sky but found there were no longer any clouds. 


There were no hippos. 

There were no jellyfish. 

There was no man who had been Cannon Ashford’s heart. 
Chapter Eight: Giving Up 


Night fell to the sound of the hammering and clanking of the 
truck’s engine being strung 


back together. For hours Nick had worked at making the 
piece of junk once more a moving 


violation. He had taken no breaks. Dinner had been ignored. 
His only return to the main camp had been to gather a 
couple of floodlights to see his work through the dusk and 
the first strains of night. No words had passed between the 
two men. 


At ten o’clock on the second night of their second day, an 
engine sputtered back to life. It ran only long enough to 
prove that it could. The flood lights blinked out. Nick stole 
back into camp in a daze of hunger, exhaustion and heart- 
weary ache. 


Portable lights lit one of Evan’s pits. Nick closed his eyes 
and could almost imagine the 


sound of delicate brushes sweeping away grains of dirt from 
gold. It had already become a 


comforting sound to Nick. Forcing open his eyes, he 
banished that thought altogether. 


He headed to the shower and prayed the day away. Soap 
circled slowly around Nick’s 


feet. The grime and the sweat of the afternoon’s exertions 
had all been scrubbed off. He stood under the lukewarm 
spray now clean, his face turned into the slow-moving 
water, his hands 


crossed and resting on the shower’s head. All he really 
wanted was to feel nothing but the lazy drops of water as 
they slid down his unthinking body. 


He was So lost in his longed for nothingness that he didn’t 
hear the footsteps. He didn’t 


hear the extra breath behind him. He didn’t hear anything 
until Evan’s words came softly over his shoulders. 


“This stays here on the steppes.” Evan’s long fingers, still 
caked with dirt, slid slowly 


around Nick’s waist, gently lacing together just above his 
groin. When Nick made no move to slap the hands away, 
Evan sighed and pulled the man back towards his own 
naked body. His 


voice curled around Nick’s ear seductively. “Gawd, how | 
want you, Nicholas.” 


Slowly, Nick dropped his arms down, his hands covering 
Evan’s. He leaned his head 


back and turned his face just enough so that he could look 
into the other man’s eyes. “I need you tonight. Tomorrow...” 


Evan shushed him as he pressed his lips firmly but gently 
into his. He pulled ever so 


Slightly away before whispering, “Don’t worry about 
tomorrow. You know more than anyone it 


never comes.” 


“No. Not to those who deserve it.” Nick brought his lips 
crashing down onto Evan’s, one 


arm curled up and around the man’s head. Nick wasn’t 
about to let Evan go. 


Evan didn’t mind. He simply pulled Nick closer. 


Nick’s breath hitched as he felt the thick cock push in 
between his ass cheeks. He opened 


his mouth wider, letting Evan’s tongue freer and deeper 
rein. Nick felt the long fingers suddenly cup his ripening 
dick. He immediately pulled the hand away. 


Releasing his mouth, Evan didn’t speak a word of protest or 
scorn, just simply looked 


Nick in the eyes and quirked his brow in silent question. 


Nick damned his own words for sounding like a plea. “Let 
me take you, Evan. | haven’t 


taken any man since...” 


With a hand to Nick’s hip, Evan firmly turned him around. 
Their hardened cocks brushed 


against each other and both men gasped at the familiar yet 
new sensation. Evan grinned as he reluctantly drew his shaft 
away and turned his own ass to Nick. He chuckled even as 
he said the words, “Whatever you need, that’s what | want.” 


Nick laughed and instantly agreed. “Corny.” He wiggled his 
dick against Evan’s butt 


playfully. 


Turning his head over his shoulder, Evan plopped a quick 
but endearing kiss on Nick’s 


smiling lips. “True, though.” 


“For tonight.” Nick sobered, though the spark in his eyes 
remained. 


Evan nodded and confirmed with a sad turn to his lips, “For 
tonight.” 


There were no more words. None was needed. None was 
wanted. 


The shower head was secured to the top of a long steel 
pole. It was sturdy enough to hold 


up a man’s weight. 


Leaning forward, hands braced to the pole, Evan slowly 
inched his way down until his 


back was flat. Spreading his legs wide, his asshole opened 
up into a perfect, waiting star. 


Nick’s hands couldn’t resist the vision before him for long. In 
long, studious sweeps, 


Nick trailed his fingers down all the teasingly handsome 
lines of Evan’s body— 


From the back of his knees, up his hamstrings into the 
plump, firm cheeks— 


From his open and welcoming asshole up his spine to the 
curve of his shoulders and 


neck— 


Following the play of ribs, from back to front, front to back, 
again and again— 


The curves his outer thighs as they joined narrow hips— 


Reaching under and around, the delicious line that led from 
navel to swelling cock and 


balls— 


The long vein of the penis as it strained and throbbed 
against direction and gravity— 


It was all too much for Nick, his dick overwhelmed by the 
smooth, tanned offering before 


its weeping head. 


Nick did not enter gently. He did not prepare Evan. There 
was no lube. There was no 


stretching. There was nothing but a sweet, slow fucking that 
Nick was planning to drag out into fleeting vestiges of 
tomorrow. 


Evan’s groans of passion were slowly wrenched and wrung 
out of his gut. The whole of 


his body, from his toes to his lips, from his neglected cock to 
his fingertips, moaned as the ecstasy was milked out of his 
soul. 


Hands having found their natural hold on Evan’s hips, Nick 
varied the rhythm of his 


thrusts. Although always maddeningly slow, some thrusts 
were deliberate and others arrived into their destination 
seemingly half-baked, uncoordinated, and utterly 
unpredictable. 


Evan began to sweat. 


Nick leaned over and tasted the bittersweet beads with his 
tongue. It left Nick wanting 


nothing but more. 

The thrusts came faster. 

The thrusts went deeper. 

The moans turned into keens, the breaths into gasps. 


Time began to roar by. Nick cursed it but knew his time was 
coming. 


Sliding his hands down, Nick reached down and around and 
grabbed Evan’s engorged 


cock and double fisted it as he began to mercilessly pump. 


Evan’s hands slipped down the pole several inches as he 
had to stop his knees from 


buckling under the vicious onslaught. 


Nick, however, did not let up. 

Only faster, did he pump. 

Only harder, did he thrust. 

Soon the only sound was flesh hitting flesh. 
Ass against balls and hips. 

Palms against needy cock. 


Evan suddenly climaxed. Long streams of his hot come filled 
Nick’s hands, covered 


Evan’s stomach, swirled into the shower water below. 


As the orgasm racked Evan’s body, the muscles in his ass 
twitching uncontrollably, Nick 


didn’t stand a chance. 


He came with a roar. For long moments of pure ecstasy, 
Nick’s seed pumped into Evan. 


As the end came, neither man could stand. Both fell onto 
their knees. 


Neither man ever wanted to get up. 
Day Three 

Chapter Nine: Tomorrow 
Tomorrow came. 


It came with the two men sleeping apart in their two cots. It 
hadn’t been a conscious 


decision, no great point had they been making. They had 
been exhausted when they’d stumbled into the main tent, 
and the only thing worse than the thought of sleeping on 
one cot was sleeping on two shoved up together. 


Fate had just made her first move of the new day. 

“It is Lukhym! Up!” 

The bellow shook the very stakes of the tent. 

Nick considered having a coronary. Evan dove for his gun. 


“Professor!” Lukhym snapped, sounding not so much 
alarmed as amused. “A shootout is 


unnecessary.” 


“What the hell are you doing here, Lukhym?” Nick, having 
chased down his heart and 


securing it back inside of his chest, stared at the officer in 
their tent flap with unbridled annoyance. 


Warily, Evan laid the sawed-off shotgun in his lap, finger 
within in easy distance of the 


trigger. “A little early, Officer,” he accused. 


Lukhym shrugged as he tapped his fingers idly on the stock 
of his sidearm. “It is the 


Mayor’s idea, not mine.” 


“Crap.” Evan dropped his chin to his chest and closed his 
eyes to the world. “What does 


she want?” he asked. 


“Your papers to dig here have been rejected.” Lukhym took 
a step inside. “You must 


come with me.” 


“The hell he will!” Nick was up on his feet, not giving a shit 
that he was confronting this armed soldier while wearing 
only his boxers. 


“Nick, put some clothes on.” Evan shook his head in 
resignation. “I’m going. You’re 


following.” He stood up and began slipping on a pair of 
jeans and a plain white T-shirt. 


Opening his mouth to argue the point quite colorfully, Nick 
was cut off by a tired 


sounding Lukhym. 


“Do not worry. This is usual here. It will only take a few 
hours to fix.” 


Evan tossed a shirt at Nick. “You follow us in the truck and 
we can get back here by 


noon.” 


Stuffing his head sourly into the shirt, Nick continued to 
glare at the peace officer. 


“Speaking of the truck, did you know somebody messed 
with it the other night? I’m sure your Mayor knows nothing 
about that, huh? Not expecting me being able to follow as 
you haul the 


professor here off to the hoosegow, were ya?” 


“Hoosegow?” Lukhym slowly repeated the odd sounding mix 
of syllables. 


Evan snorted. “He means jail.” A pair of jeans went flying 
through the air and hit the 


photographer square in the jaw. “Can we try to do this 
without him calling up a posse?” 


Rolling his eyes, Nick, nevertheless, obeyed. 


* OK OK x 


The building that served as the village’s version of a police 
station was a cement block 


affair with few windows and no paint. It had taken the 
caravan a little over an hour to get there from the camp. 
Nick had not been pleased to discover that Lukhym had 
brought back-up. Two 


uniformed giants loaded to their substantial gills had been 
waiting for the trio outside their tent. 


Only Evan’s glare of death kept Nick from staging a protest 
of “Hell no, we won't go!” Still steaming but silent, Nick had 
followed Lukhym and his goons in Evan’s truck. 


Evan, unfortunately, had been escorted to the jolly green 
Jeep and handcuffed. Nick had 


wondered briefly if Evan’s Special Ops daddy had taught 
him how to slip a pair of cuffs. 


Apparently the answer was no. As they had pulled up to the 
building and unloaded from 


their vehicles, Nick was a little disappointed to see Evan still 
shackled. He didn’t have time to comment, however, as he 
was ushered inside. 


The room was long, plain, and dingy. There was one desk, 
one chair, and a low-slung 


utilitarian couch. The furniture looked to be leftovers from 
the early 1950s. The floor was cement, the walls unpainted. 
Behind the desk was a rusted metal door. The rest of the 
room was empty and cold. 


Nick shook his head sadly as he was led into the room. “You 
know, you guys could have 


redecorated this place sometime after Stalin. The man’s 
dead. He wouldn’t mind.” 


“You're not helping,” Evan whispered as he was escorted 
behind the long metal desk. 


“Not hurting anything either, am |, boys?” Nick brandished a 
paper-thin, megawatt grin 


at the clueless cops. Like big, burly, stupid sentinels they 
stood on either side of Evan, staring out at nothing. “No 
matter what I say or how obnoxiously | say it, you’re still 
going to lock my friend here up, aren’t you, lads?” When 
Nick got nothing out of them, he winced and turned to his 
former driver, who had taken the desk’s seat. “Tell them to 
nod their heads, Lukhym. They’re embarrassing 
themselves.” 


“Cannon never let you talk, did he?” Evan asked, no doubt 
hoping to jar Nick out of his 


current terrorizing. 


It didn’t work. Nick grinned proudly. “Nope, he never let me 
say a word. Threatened me 


once with duct tape, though. We were in a Peruvian jail at 
the time, so | told him we’d better wait until we got back to 
our hotel room. You know what they say, professor, there’s a 
time for a kink and there’s a time for...” 


“Silence your mouth.” Ol’ three-word Lukhym joined in the 
fun. 


Nick looked wounded. 


Evan would have no doubt clapped if his hands weren’t 
manacled to his back. “Are these 


really necessary, Lukhym?” He rattled them plaintively. 


Lukhym looked truly sorry as he shook his head. “Rule of 
Mayor.” 


“Now, there’s a surprise.” Nick rolled his eyes. “I’m telling 
you, Evan, if that woman 


waltzes in there wearing a leather bustier and toting a riding 
crop, mumble a lot of “yes, 


mistress”s before you take her out with your toes.” 


Luckily Lukhym didn’t understand or let the threat slide. 
“Thank you,” Evan mouthed to 


Officer Truss. 
He received a nod back in reply. 


The rusted door behind them was slowly pushed open. A 
long, gangly man of his early 


senior years stepped out and impatiently motioned for the 
men to come inside. 


“Don’t guess | get to go,” Nick surmised as Evan was 
suddenly being shuffled toward the 


officers Nick had dubbed Lean and Mean. 
“Be good,” Evan warned the photographer. “I'll be fine.” 


Nick nodded and asked in all solemnity, “Hey, do | get that 
soccer shirt of yours if they 


fillet you up into little pieces back there?” 
Evan laughed. 


With a calculated smile of too many teeth and an 
orchestrated unusual hop to his step, 


Nick closed the distance between himself and the seated 
officer. His voice was almost merry as he threatened, “Lay 
one hand on him, Lukhym, and l'Il gut you with my 
toothbrush.” 


No doubt lost in the translating of “toothbrush” and the verb 
“gut” in one sentence, 


Lukhym looked beside him to the cuffed but nonplussed 
Evan for assistance. 


Evan only shrugged. “Hey, he’s not my problem. He’s yours. 
Enjoy.” With that, 


unnamed officer numbers two and three took Evan by each 
shackled arm and led him through the rusted metal door. It 
immediately clanged shut behind them. 


Evan never looked back at Nick. 


* OK OOK OX 


Fifteen minutes later, Evan was befuddled. With all the 
austerity of men knowingly 


leading a deserving fool to his death, Evan had been walked 
down a long, low-ceilinged hallway. 


No one had spoken. He had thought about asking the men 
something in Ukrainian, but besides 


not knowing what the hell to ask, Evan figured Nick had 
already played the annoying card to its fullest. There was no 
need to go overboard and risk overt violence without an 
audience to 


appreciate it. So, as meek and quiet as a church mouse, 
Evan Dyer allowed them to lead him to his Ukrainian cell. 


He wasn’t led to a cell though; that was the beginning of the 
befuddling part. They took 


him to a kitchen. Sure, there were bars on the little square 
windows but there were also knives everywhere. It was a 
regularly stocked kitchen. A pot of stew even simmered on 
the back burner of the range. Before visions of them 
Skewering him over an open fire could gain too much detail 
in Evan’s head, the men released him from his cuffs, sat him 
down in a kitchen chair, and left him all alone. 


Evan had a bad feeling about this. 


x OK OK x 


Nick paced. 


After an hour of yelling, cajoling, and threatening, Nick had 
gone eerily silent. Even the 


rare questions from a concerned and downtrodden Lukhym 
went not only unanswered but 


unacknowledged in any way. 
Nick simply paced—and plotted. 


He was giving the wheels of Ukrainian justice exactly two 
more hours before all hell was 


breaking loose. 


* OK OOK OX 


Although he no longer had his watch, Evan guessed he was 
left to his own devices for a 


little less than hour. A butcher knife now sat beside him on 
the kitchen table. A paring knife and an ice pick had found 
new homes in his socks. A corkscrew was quite 
uncomfortably tucked into the back waistband of his pants. 
He was just considering making himself a sandwich when 
the kitchen door flew open. 


For long minutes nobody stepped into the doorway. There 
were no footsteps outside the 


door. There were no guards anywhere to be seen. Evan 
laughed out loud. “If you think you’re going to shoot me in 
the back while I’m trying to escape, just forget it. I’m quite 
happy sitting here. Think | might even have some of this 
stew.” He shook his head and shut his mouth as soon as he 
realized he was somehow channeling Nick Paris. 


As if right on cue, big ugly company came lumbering in the 
door. 


* OK OK OX 


“Can | use your phone?” Nick asked sweetly. It had been 
three hours and this was all part 


of the “hell breaking loose” plan. 
“No.” 


“But...” Nick sputtered. He hadn’t really expected that 
answer but now that he was faced 


with it, he wasn’t all that surprised. Why should his shitty 
luck here in the Ukraine change now? 


He took a deep breath and barreled on. “Okay, why not? Is it 
another ‘rule of Mayor’? Because if it is, let me just say her 
rules suck.” 


Lukhym slowly shook his head. “I am waiting on call.” 


Nick’s interest was so immediately piqued that he didn’t 
even notice the five words 


instead of three. “Who’s supposed to call? The Mayor? 
Whoever’s behind dragging the 


professor’s ass into jail?” 
“My wife.” Lukhym shrugged. “She calls. | listen.” 


Nick slammed his hands down on Lukhym’s desk. Nick was 
fed up and was done playing 


nice. “I’ve got to get him out of there!” Nick couldn’t explain 
his sudden desperation. He 


couldn’t explain a lot of shit these days, but he just knew in 
his gut that he had to get Evan out. 


Now. 


“On the verge of doing something stupid, Nick Paris?” Rissa 
Johns waltzed into the 


police station’s front door as if she owned it. She was a 
vision of eggplant and taupe this afternoon. The lightest 
brown leather pants conservatively clung to her every 
curve. A dark purple silk shell gracefully covered all but her 
long, well-toned arms. A pale lavender clutch purse and 
black stiletto suede boots completed her sexy yet high 
fashion sartorial statement. Her long red hair fell in soft 
waves over her bare shoulders, accentuating her creamy 
Skin and her smoldering hazel eyes. Rissa Johns had the 
room by its balls the moment she walked in through that 
jailhouse door. 


Instead of asking Rissa herself, Nick turned instead to the 
now standing and clearly 


besotted Lukhym. “What the hell is she doing here?” Before 
old stone-face could come up with his three words, Nick 
began spitting out caveats. “Not that I’m complaining, 
Officer Truss. Rissa here can attest to my motto, the more 
the merrier, but...” 


“But you've tired of my cooing already?” Rissa interrupted 
as she sauntered over to the 


lone desk, a pout gently playing her lips. “What a pity, my 
sweet killer.” 


Nick did not rise to her bait, but continued to play the 
amiably irritating bozo to 


Lukhym’s stone-faced cop. “I do hope your wife knows 
about these little trysts with the purple pariah, old boy. If 
not, can you two hold real still while | run and get my 
camera? A little blackmail before tea is always fun, isn’t it, 
Miss Johns?” 


“Oh, | don’t know. | prefer crimes of sharper color so early in 
the day.” 


“Committing one today?” 


“As a matter of fact, | am.” She slipped a folded piece of 
paper from her purse and laid it down on the desk right in 
front of the still-flummoxed Lukhym. Keeping her 
dangerously 


glinting eyes on Nick, she furthered, “I’ve always believed 
that stupidity is the worst of crimes.” 


“This, you are sure of?” Lukhym re-read the paper for a 
second time. “It cannot be 


undone.” 


“I know, and yes, I’m sure. | will not want to commit such 
idiocy a second time, | assure 


you, Officer.” She swept her smoldering smile over to the 
photographer. “Pyotr’s cock still got your tongue, Nick?” 


Before Nick could come up with a suitably naughty 
comeback, Lukhym turned and 


banged on the rusted door two times. Shouting something 
Ukrainian, he only had to wait a few seconds before the 
door slowly swung open. Without another word, Lukhym 
disappeared within. 


“Lady, if that means anything bad for my friend back 
there...” 


“Tsk, tsk. Such a bearer of bad thoughts, Nick Paris.” She 
ran her finger down his jaw 


line. “Do you not have any faith left? Or did it all bleed away 
into the sands of Kiribati?” 


Nick jerked away. He didn’t know what was going on here, 
but he knew he hated it. 


“Bitch, if you ever...” 


The rusted metal door suddenly clanged open. Lukhym led 
out a bedraggled but clearly 


still-breathing professor Evan Dyer. 
“You look like shit.” Nick grinned in way of welcome. 


“Unshackled shit, though,” Evan pointed out with an equally 
large though lagging smile. 


Nick stepped forward and sniffed as he fingered a large wet 
spot on Evan’s shirt. “Is that 


stew?” 


Evan rolled his eyes and batted the probing hand away. 
Evan walked over to a supremely 


smug Rissa Johns. “So how long did it take you to finally get 
me to owe you?” He quirked his brow at her and patiently 
waited for her to make her calculations. 


There was no need. She had the number on the tip of her 
very talented tongue. “Three 


months, two weeks, and four days.” 
“Hours?” 
“Seven, but who am I to count?” 


Evan let his lips curl up in gratitude. “Is this where | say 
thank you?” 


“Only if you deem it appropriate, my American.” Instead of 
the expected smirk, Rissa 


looked almost sheepish. 
Evan brushed a kiss lightly across her cheek. “Thank you.” 


Rissa nodded, a little bit of her smugness returning to her 
beautiful eyes. “But this does 


not go on your books. It goes on his.” She stared pointedly 
at Nick, the unspoken and unknown threat lingering heavy 
in the air. “Tell Paris again. Tell him better.” With a kiss to 
Evan’s forehead, Rissa Johns waltzed right back out the front 
door. 


“What the hell just happened?” Nick asked in a failed 
attempt at patience and decorum. 


“Later,” Evan answered as he looked tiredly over at the 
officer. “Anything you need, 


Lukhym?” 
He shook his head. “You are free.” 


“Thank you,” Evan breathed out as he headed tiredly toward 
the lone exit. 


“Take him.” Lukhym’s voice bellowed out as a finger was 
raised and pointed at the 


erstwhile photographer. 


Nick huffed. “I think that was uncalled for. | was simply 
entertaining you.” 


“Game is over.” Lukhym stared at Nick, no humor buried 
deep within his eyes. “Leave.” 


With a wave of his hand, Lukhym Truss dismissed him. 


Shaken but silent, Nick followed Evan out the door. Evan 
didn’t make it two steps before 


Nick grabbed him by the elbow and swung the professor 
around to face him. “Are you going to tell me what’s going 
on? | feel like I’m being played a fool by this whole damned 
town.” 


“Well, you probably are.” Evan shook off Nick’s hand and 
sighed. He started walking 


again toward his truck. 


Nick laughed. “You’re being awfully cavalier about all of this, 
professor. Or are all 


archaeologists in the habit of getting locked up and 
terrorized by the local cops? Not to mention all the 


smooches with the village madam.” 


“You know, | really wish we had the time and energy to 
discuss your cute-as-a-button 


jealousy, but...” 
“Cute as a button?” 


“But...” Evan emphasized as his humor, too, disappeared. 
He stopped and waited for 


Nick to catch on to the apparent severity of what he was 
about to tell him. 


Nick paled, as his gut went all quiet and still. “What is it?” 


Running a nervous hand through his blond strands, Evan 
pasted on a flimsy-ass smile. 


“So, Nicholas, what do you know about the Russian mafia?” 
Chapter Ten: Old Mothers and Old Barns 
“Give me the keys.” 


It was so far from the reaction Evan had expected it took 
him a few seconds to squeak out 


“What?” Suspicion then rolled in and kicked his ass back 
into gear. “Why, Nick? Punishing me for hanging out with 
the wrong crowd?” 


Nick rolled his eyes in an approximation of patience. 
“Spanking you hasn’t crossed my 


mind since Tuesday, so get the bad-schoolboy scenario right 
out of your head for now.” 


“For now?” Evan mouthed slowly. Despite their current 
situation of having to outwit the 


Russian mafia just to stay alive, he wasn’t about to let this 
little tangent roll by unacknowledged. 


“And what the hell did | do Tuesday?” 


Nick dropped his chin to his chest and admitted sheepishly, 
“You were looking hot 


peeling that potato.” 


Evan waited a beat to see if there was anything further to 
Nick’s reasoning. There wasn’t. 


Evan pounced with a much-needed smile, “Got some 
vegetable fetish going on there, Nicholas?” 


“Really not the time, professor,” Nick gritted out between 
clinched teeth. 


“Fine.” Evan concurred with one small caveat. “But from 
now on you’re peeling all the 


veggies. | don’t think | can fully trust you with my fanny.” 
Evan grinned. 


With a growl of grating frustration, Nick closed the gap 
between them and rammed his 


hand down Evan’s pants. Seemingly satisfied with the 
strangled yelp of surprise, Nick slowly, and with a lot of 
extracurricular groping, tugged the truck keys free from 
Evan's front jeans pocket. Still only a breath away, Nick 
suggested sweetly, “How about we table all naughty 


schoolboy and phallic peeling discussions until after we 
screw your new pals the mafia out of their Barbarian gold?” 


While he had doubted he’d have to sit Nick down and run 
through the ins and outs of 


being shaken down by the mob, Evan had to admit he was 
glad he didn’t have to recount the list of bald-faced threats 
he’d been issued. They were colorful enough the first time 
around. Evan just hoped to God that someone out there was 
going to appreciate those damned little gold 


camels. Truth be told, however, it wasn’t about the artifacts; 
it was about the fact that Evan Dyer was not about to be 
bullied. Evan pointed out devilishly, “You know, the smart 
thing to do would be to get the hell out of Dodge, piss poor 
but breathing.” 


Nick scoffed, a smirk curling his lips. “Like you are going to 
be getting a penny out of 


this, whatever way it turns out.” 


Evan cocked his head to the side. “I think the breathing part 
was the more important point 


of the sentiment.” 

“Not to mention the Dodge City reference.” Nick grinned. 
Shrugging coyly, Evan admitted, “Thought you'd like that.” 
“Oh yeah, I’m all tingly now.” 

“And me here without my spurs.” 


Without a word of warning, Nick captured Evan’s lips within 
his own. 


Tentative for only a heartbeat, Evan yanked Nick’s body 
against him. His fingers soon 


found Nick’s soft, thick hair and began weaving themselves 
through it with a slow, exploring relish. 


Nick’s arms were quickly wrapped around the professor’s 
back, one high gently 


massaging the soft span between the man’s shoulder 
blades, the other low and devious as it 


worked its way under Evan’s shirt until the roving fingers 
met hot skin. 


Evan moaned at the contact. 


Long minutes passed but the kiss simply didn’t want to end. 
Finally as new breath was 


quickly becoming a necessity, the two men reluctantly 
pulled apart. They stood there for God knew how long, just 
staring and grinning at each other. Evan was the first to put 
such beautiful foolishness aside for more pressing matters. 
“And why can’t | drive?” 


Nick snorted at the return of the great key debate. 
“Because, Professor Dyer, knowing 


you like I finally do, there’s no way in hell you’d let some 
mafia bozo threaten your little gold camels without at least 
a boot to the guy’s balls. And knowing so-called made men 
through years of movies, I’m figuring Mr. Mafia wouldn’t 
have let that slide without some impressive 


retribution, which you are currently hiding behind that soup- 
stained shirt. Where did they lock you up anyway, some 


kind of fucking pantry?” 


“It was a kitchen and Mr. Mafia chucked a kettle of stew at 
me.” Evan shrugged. “Big 


deal.” 


But Nick wasn’t buying the “big deal” claim. No doubt 
knowing there was a shitload 


more to this story, Nick w decided to make his skepticism 
clear. “What did you do, Evan? Throw a pad of butter anda 
dinner roll in his face? Who got to toss the cream pie?” 


Evan straightened his shoulders and bragged, “I broke the 
bastard’s eardrums. That’s 


what | did.” 


Nick smarted back with, “Hopefully you told him to go to 
hell first?” 


“Well, duh.” Evan graced him with his most juvenile of grins. 
Nick rolled his eyes. “Get in the truck.” 


* OK OOK OX 


Nick was damned sure that Evan was concussed when he 
had driven them down some 


unknown but blessedly paved road without so much as a 
questioning look from the man in the 


passenger seat. Finally, when fifteen minutes had rolled by 
silently, Nick decided to take the bull by the horns and 
confess, “You know I’m lost, right?” 


Evan, who had spent most of the ride with his eyes closed, 
slowly peeked them open and 


confirmed, “You sure are.” 


Knowing he should really pull off the side of the road, Nick of 
course did the opposite. 


Slamming his foot down frustratingly on the accelerator, he 
sent them speeding into oblivion at an impressive fifty-five 
miles per hour. 


“Much more of that and she'll disintegrate,” Evan informed 
him with a jaw-cracking 


yawn. 
“Disintegrate?” 


“Go poof.” Nick rolled his eyes but eased his foot off the 
accelerator just the same. “You sure you don’t need a doctor 
or something?” he asked for the third time. First ‘duh’ and 
now 


‘poof’?” Something was definitely scrambled in that over- 
educated head of his. Not waiting for another denial, Nick 
declared, “I’m going to pull over.” Where common sense 
had failed, Evan’s health had won out. 


“I’m fine,” the professor halfheartedly protested as the truck 
came to a stop by a good 


sized, old barn. 


“No. You're not fine. You’re goofy.” Turning the ignition off 
and pocketing the coveted 


keys, Nick hopped out of his side of the truck and hurried to 
the passenger’s door. Evan already had it half open. 


“Nick, we don’t have time for this.” Evan batted away the 
photographer’s grabby hands. 


Nick wasn’t about to give up. Grabbing Evan by the collar of 
his stew-stained shirt, he 


yanked the wobbly man out of the truck and plopped his ass 
firmly on the ground. 


A few seconds later, almost as an afterthought, Evan 
groused, “Ow.” 


“Now stay there while | see what this junkyard on wheels 
has as supplies.” Nick left 


Evan on the grass with a pat to the top of his head. He 
crawled into the bed of the truck, doubting that he’d find a 
first-aid kit or anything truly useful. He just hoped there was 
some water and maybe a clean shirt for Evan to change 
into. The finding of a Captain Kangaroo sweatshirt just 
added to the surrealism of the day. Nick held up the find and 
waved it to get the good professor’s attention. “Something 
you want to share, Dr. Dyer?” 


Evan squinted up into the sun. He visibly relaxed as soon as 
he was able to identify the 


objection in question. “Oh, that. Rissa must have left that 
behind one night.” Evan offered no further information. 


Grabbing the bottle of water he’d just found, Nick stomped 
back down to kneel at Evan’s 


still teetering side. Nick tossed the old sweatshirt in Evan’s 
face. “Well, guess what, Romeo? Say hello to your new 
wardrobe.” 


Evan sighed as he started wrestling his stained shirt over his 
head. “Have you always 


been such a nincompoop? Or is that a side of you only for 
me?” 


“What?” Nick really wanted to laugh. “Do you turn into a 
third grader whenever you get 


knocked in the head?” 


By this point, Evan had rid himself of his shirt and was just 
sitting there bare-chested and completely unbothered by 
the spectacular bruising now blooming across his ribs. Nick 
reached out to touch one particularly horrendous-looking 
spot. Evan immediately flinched. 


“As you can see, he didn’t hit me in the head, Nick.” Evan 
looked down at himself. 


“Don’t worry. It looks worse than it feels.” 


Nick scoffed as he handed the water over. “Hope you took a 
couple of the guy’s kneecaps 


out with those eardrums.” 


Evan sipped at the bottle slowly, wincing when he 
accidentally took too big of a breath. 


He gingerly prodded at his right side. “Not broken. Good,” 
he diagnosed, then moved his 


examination to his other side. 


“Let me guess. Not broken?” “Nope. Good to go.” Evan 
grinned. 


Nick nodded. “And what about that shank sticking out of 
your kidney? That feeling good, 


too?” 


Evan apparently did not appreciate the sarcasm. “What do 
you want me to do, Nick? 


Whine and cry?” 


“Just admitting it hurts would be a start.” Nick suggested, 
trying to be reasonable one last time. 


“Okay. It hurts. Better?” Evan shrugged and started to pick 
leisurely at a scab on his self-clawed chest. 


All bets were off. With a groan of rising frustration, Nick 
grabbed Evan’s chin and forced 


the stubborn idiot to look him in the face. “What the fuck is 
wrong with you?” 


“Nothing. | think we just established that.” Evan jerked his 
chin away and began to 


struggle to his feet. 
“Damn it, Evan!” Nick made a grab for his arm. 


“Fuck you!” Evan roared as he shoved Nick away and down 
hard onto his ass. Using the 


truck as much-needed support, he made it to a standing 
position. His breaths were coming out in short, angry jabs; 
his whole body shook in barely controlled rage. He, too, had 


reached the end of his already frayed rope. “I don’t break, 
Paris! | don’t give a rat’s behind how much you might want 
to take care of me, to protect me, or whatever else your 
fucked-up mind needs to do. It’s not going to happen. | can 
damn well take care of myself!” 


“Oh, and you’re doing such a fine job of it, | see.” Nick clung 
to his sarcasm. It was the 


only thing keeping him from leaping up and beating the crap 
out of the guy. “Why don’t I hold my applause until you can 
let go of the damned truck and stand there on your own two 
freaking feet?” 


Evan slammed his balled up fist onto the hood of the truck. 
His voice had grown strained, 


his eyes pained. “I’m still breathing, Nick. As long as I’m still 
doing that, | am fine. End of story.” 


Ignoring the ragged breathing, ignoring the blood-red face, 
Nick concentrated on Evan’s 


words and the real-life hell he had a gut feeling was behind 
them. Nick wrenched himself up to his feet, his own face 
paling as he rose. His words, he made sure, were a 
measured calm. “My God, Evan, who the hell’s been beating 
the shit out of you?” 


Nick supposed it was a testament to Evan’s stubbornness 
that the man just continued to 


stand there unwavering, not a change of emotion on his 
face. Sure, it might have stubbornness or even stupidity, but 
Nick would lay odds down on it being pride. “Tell me what 
bastard did it and l'Il kill him myself.” 


“No.” 


“Damn it, Evan!” he repeated for what seemed like the 
hundredth time of the day. “Fuck 


your stupid pride. I’m not buying any other excuses, | 
don’t...” 


“No.” Evan took as deep a breath as his wounded ribs would 
allow and stated calmly, 


“You're not going to kill him. Nobody is.” Slowly, still 
hanging on to the truck, Evan made his way back to the 
open passenger side door. He carefully eased himself down 
on the seat. 


Nick’s anger had finally reached its boiling point. He 
exploded. “Why the hell not, Evan? 


You think you deserved it? You think he had some kind of 
right? Nobody gets to do that. 


Nobody gets to do that to you and live.” 


“Don’t worry about it, Nick.” A small smile played across his 
lips. “He’s already dead.” 


A vile kind of relief drained Nick of the fiercest of his anger, 
leaving him feeling 


hauntingly empty and sick to his stomach. In a bit of foul 
irony, Nick suddenly found himself the one clinging to the 
truck for support. He couldn’t help the question that forced 
itself from his lips. “Who was it?” 


Evan laughed. It was one of the saddest things Nick had 
ever witnessed. “His name was 


Quentin Darrow. | guess you'd call him the love of my life.” 
Ever so briefly, Evan’s eyes met Nick’s. “Some of us get 
Cannon Ashford. Some of us don’t.” 


The unfairness of the world, the bittersweet irony of his 
damned life, all of it rained down on Nick Paris’s already 
weary shoulders. Scrubbing a hand roughly across his eyes, 
Nick had no choice but to silently walk away. 


* OK OK OX 


As Evan Dyer sat in the truck, left arm clutched around his 
bruised ribs, the phone in the 


glove compartment began to ring. 
All Evan could do was laugh. 


* OK OK OX 


After fifteen minutes of kicking rocks and damning two trees 
and a briar bush to hell, 


Nick wandered back to where he had abandoned Evan. He 
had expected to find the professor 


either stewing up a rightful case of mad or raking over a 

detailed plan of his “Great Camel Escape: Take One.” Nick, 
however, did not expect to find Evan chuckling at a ringing 
phone on his lap. Nick approached the situation cautiously. 


Nick’s cautiousness, however, did not extend to his tongue. 
“Sucky time for you to lose 


your marbles, man.” 


Evan tossed the phone at Nick, an unreadable look on his 
face that could only portend 


disaster. “Go ahead. Answer it.” 


Although not in the mood to play games, Nick’s curiosity, as 
usual, won out. Flipping 


open the phone, he cleared his throat and answered ina 
brash swatch of confidence, “Hello. This is Nick Paris.” 


“Who?” The grandmotherly tone rattled Nick to his core. 


“Ma’am?” He didn’t know who this woman was but anybody 
who carried around the 


amount of years she seemed to deserved respect. 


“I asked who you are?” Her frailty lapsed into a touch of 
irritability. 


Finding himself totally thrown off kilter by this woman, Nick 
stumbled a little as he tried to explain, “I’m Nick, uh, a 
photojournalist with the magazine World Geographic. |'m, 
uh, working with Professor Dyer on a...” 


“Oh, please, put Evan on. | need to talk to him. It’s very, 
very important, young man.” 


Despite the fragility of the voice, despite the honest 
emotion behind the words not for one second did Nick 
consider giving the phone to his friend. All of his recently 
maligned protective instincts were inexplicably spiking off of 
the charts. A quick glance at Evan assured him he was right. 
Evan looked as white as a sheet. Whatever the hell was 
going on, Nick wasn’t about to prolong it just to satisfy his 
morbid curiosity. 


“I’m sorry, ma’am, but Professor Dyer is unavailable at the 
moment. Is there a message | 


could give him?” Just on the off chance that this was some 
kind of emergency, Nick had to give the woman one final 
chance to state her case. 


Her sigh trembled, like she was going to cry. At that point, 
after the day they had had, if the woman burst out into 
tears Nick was going to seriously consider joining her. 
Thankfully she gathered herself, grounding her fervent plea 
in a weary acceptance. “Please, if you could just tell him 
that my son loved him very much and that I know that he’s 
so sorry, and that I...” 


“Your son was Quentin Darrow?” Nick closed his eyes. What 
kind of nightmare had this 


old woman putting Evan through? 


“Evan told you?” She seemed surprised. “I don’t believe 
he’s ever even told his mother.” 


It was Nick’s turn to try to swallow his surprise. He failed as 
miserably as Quentin’s 


mother had. “I’m sure you’re wrong, ma’am.” Nick prayed 
she was wrong. No man, no matter 


how strong, needed to deal with this kind of shit all alone. 


Her laugh was broken, no doubt by the years and the 
tragedy. “I’ve been wrong about so 


many things, why not another?” She took a deep though 
Shaken breath. “I’ve tried for years to tell Evan, but he won't 
let me.” 


“Maybe because he doesn’t want to hear it. Pardon the 
language, ma’am, but your son’s 


sorry and your sorry are, frankly, worth shit.” 


“No, no, no. You don’t understand.” She was suddenly all 
aflutter. “That’s not at all what 


| was saying.” 


Nick had just about reached the end of his patience. “Do 
you understand what your 


darling Quentin did to Evan? Do you have any fucking idea, 
ma'am?” 


An ice-cold silence was her only answer for so long that Nick 
began to think he might 


have pushed the old woman too far. 
He hadn't. 


Clearing her throat, sounding stronger than ever before, the 
old woman lashed out. “l 


think it’s you, young man, who doesn’t understand. | wasn’t 
calling to offer another apology. | was calling to get one. 
Evan Dyer killed my son and it’s about time he asks for my 
forgiveness. 


r 


You can assure your friend that l'Il call back later. Good day.’ 


As the click of disconnection resounded halfway around the 
world, a fog of disbelief 


seemed to settle around Nick. He was seriously considering 
just closing his eyes, crawling into that damned Captain 
Kangaroo sweatshirt and wishing the world away. 


Evan snapped him immediately out of that. With a smirk on 
his still ghastly face, the 


professor asked, “Don’t you just love her?” 


“She said you killed Quentin.” It wasn’t a question, just a 
statement Nick prayed to God 


was a lie. 


Evan didn’t look away; he didn’t even blink. “On January 31, 
2006, Quentin Darrow 


shoved the barrel of a gun into his mouth and blew his 
brains out. He left a note saying he deserved to die for all 
the months he beat the living shit out of me. So, sure, you 
could say I killed him.” 


Nick snorted. “Yeah, if you were a moron, sure, you could 
say that.” 


“Or if you were his mother.” Evan didn’t sound bitter, just 
sad and resigned. 


“Has she been doing this to you all along?” Nick asked, 
already guessing and hating the 


answer. 


Evan nodded. “Four years.” He tried damned hard to pull off 
a shrug of insignificance but 


ended up only wincing in pain instead. 


“Here.” Grabbing the sweatshirt off of Evan’s lap, Nick held 
it between them and said, 


“Arms up.” 


Evan gave him a scathing look. He did not, however, move. 


“For God’s sake, Evan! I’m not protecting you, coddling you, 
or pitying you. I’m 


covering you up because right now you’re damned ugly.” 


Evan snorted and finally relented. Slowly and with a few 
curses of his own thrown in, he 


raised his arms over his head. At one point an “ow” even 
managed to slip through Evan’s razor-sharp defenses. 


“Baby,” Nick immediately chided. 
Evan actually laughed. 


In a matter of moments, the great, distinguished professor 
was bedecked in the most 


ridiculous outfit Nick had ever seen a grown man wear. Nick 
stood back, assessed the current situation and declared, 
“The mafia’s going to kick our asses.” 


Evan didn’t disagree with him. “We need to talk about that.” 


“We need to do something about that,” Nick corrected. For 
the first time since they’d 


pulled off of the road, Nick took a moment to take in their 
surroundings. He wasn’t overly 


impressed by what he found. “Well, we’ve got ourselves an 
old barn, a couple of trees that I’ve personally cursed to 
hell, no obvious signs of electricity or United States military 
Support, a stubborn-ass archaeologist, a selfish bastard of a 
photographer, and a truck that has been on its last legs 
since disco died out.” 


Evan shook his head disappointedly as he eased himself 
back up to his feet. “Don’t | 


remember reading something about hiccupping hippos and 
jousting jellyfish?” 


Using Cannon’s words against him was a dirty trick. Nick 
stared down the man wobbling 


in front of him. “I should slug you for that,” he said. “But I’d 
never live down getting my ass kicked by a guy wearing a 
kangaroo.” He could feel a small smile twitch at his lips. 


Evan grinned. “I should kiss you for that, but I’d never live 
down getting fucked while 


wearing a kangaroo.” 
Nick laughed. 
Evan limped by him as he made his way to the barn. 


“What are you doing?” With a sigh, Nick followed along 
behind him. “We really should 


be getting out of here. This is no place to make a stand, 
kemosabe.” 


Evan waved his arm dismissively. “What do you think the 
mafia’s going to do, Nick? 


Come storming over the hills with tommy-guns and wearing 
ushankas?” 


“Did | say that?” Although, now that he thought about it— 


Shoving his shoulder into the barn’s door, Evan and the door 
both moaned as it wrenched 


open. 
Nick wisely held his tongue. 


Evan shuffled inside and headed for a bale of hay in the 
corner. While the place was 


deserted now, it hadn’t been deserted for long. A couple of 
sacks of feed and the freshness of the hay both attested to 
that. Evan bent down and started flailing straw all around. 


“Are we burrowing in for the winter?” Nick asked, just hoping 
to get some kind of 


answer that made sense. He hadn’t forgotten the 
“nincompoop” incident and was still harboring worries of a 
concussion. 


Without sparing Nick a glance, Evan kept fervently tossing. 
“I’m making us a bed of hay. 


We're going to fuck, then we're going to nap. Got it?” 


The traitorous general in Nick’s jeans twitched to attention 
and shouted out a “Yes, sir!” 


Nick’s worry, however, stopped the attempted coup in its 
tracks. He marched over to the 


feverishly working Evan and plopped his hand right on the 
man’s forehead. “Nope, no delirious fever, so a concussion 
is what it is.” 


Evan rolled his eyes and continued to nest. “Are you going 
to help?” 


“Yep, going to help you right out to the truck. I’m sure 
there’s some old, friendly village doctor who’s spent his life 


rebelling against the local mafia who would be more than 
happy to help a couple of good-meaning boys on the run.” 


Stopping, Evan looked up at Nick quizzically. “And you think 
I’m crazy?” 


“No, just hurt.” Nick bent down and grabbed Evan by the 
arm. “Come on, this could be 


serious and I’m not playing around with your health when 
you're the only hope in hell I’ve got of getting out of the 
country alive and with most of my pieces attached.” 


In a move reminiscent of a ninja, Evan had Nick down and 
on the hay-strewn ground 


without so much as a whimper from either party. Slowly, 
Evan slung his left leg over Nick’s prostrate body and 
straddled him. He smiled down lecherously at his capture. 


For his part, Nick was feeling rather wide-eyed and dumb. 
“What are you doing?” Not 


that Nick minded. Hell, if it wasn’t for the whole Russian 
mafia breathing down their necks thing, not to mention their 
whole “just tonight” rigmarole yesterday, he’d be all for 
trying out the roll in the hay, but— 


Evan reached down and began unbuttoning Nick’s fly. “This 
is the ‘fuck’ part of the 


whole ‘fuck and nap’ plan, Nick. Haven’t you been paying 
attention?” 


As he raised his hips up so his pants could be shimmied on 
down, Nick had just about 


reached the end of his higher brain activities. At this point, 
he didn’t really give a shit about a horde of angry young 
men storming in here with machine guns in their furred 
mufflers. As the last of his blood deserted his head for more 
grooving parts down south, Nick had to ask, “Have you ever 
heard of the fourth dimension of pornography?” 


* OK OOK x 


“Litch,” Nick mourned. 


“Just what | like to hear after | suck a guy off,” Evan huffed 
out as he lay nude on his 


back, the equally naked photographer at his side. 


“You saying you don’t?” If Evan was hiding some kind of 
anti-itch goo around he sure as 


hell was going to take his own share. 
“Yeah, | itch. But I’m not going to go around saying it.” 


“You're a goofball.” And Evan was. Nick wondered what 
other surprises awaited him 


with this man, Speaking of which—“Can | ask you a 
question?” 

“No, | don’t know what happened to the ‘only tonight’ crap.” 
Evan rolled over and 


scooted his ass right up against Nick’s still dazed dick. 
Reaching behind, he grabbed Nick’s arm and wrapped it 
securely around his waist. Only then was he ready to 
continue the conversation. 


“I meant it when | said it.” 


“So did |,” Nick agreed as he burrowed his nose into the 
back of Evan’s soft blond hair. 


“And | meant that,” Evan reached around again and gently 
tugged his cock, “when | did that.” 


“Me too.” Nick dragged Evan tight against his body, 
hopefully avoiding any other 


contact with his lower general while the guy was still 
catching his breath. 


“Three days,” Evan sighed as he snuggled into the inside of 
Nick’s upper arm. “I don’t 


love you.” 


“| don’t love you either,” Nick immediately assured with a 
Snort. “Nothing personal but 


... three days, man.” 


“But you are a good fuck,” Evan added after a little bit of 
thought and a kiss to the soft 


side of a convenient elbow. 


“Right back at ya,” Nick concurred as he laced his fingers 
through Evan's. “But a fuck’s 


a fuck.” 


Evan nodded as he ran the sole of his bare foot up and 
down Nick’s shin. “And when we 


get out of here, it’s goodbye.” 


“Sayonara.” 


“Gha-tamgraout.” 
Nick laughed. “Let me guess, goodbye in Berber?” 
“Got it in one.” 


They lay there in silence for a while, just listening to each 
other’s breaths, both 


memorizing what they knew would soon be gone from their 
lives. 


“That shirt was Quentin’s?” Nick finally gave in to his 
curiosity. 


“Yeah.” 


And Nick knew exactly why Evan had been wearing it all 
these years. It was a big, old 


hair shirt of guilt to him. “Don’t wear it anymore, okay?” 
Evan didn’t answer. 


Nick took that as a good sign. Maybe he wouldn’t get an 
elbow in the gut for the next 


question either. “Going to tell me about Captain Kangaroo?” 


Evan snorted into Nick’s arm but instead of answering he 
mused, “Want to know what’s 


really funny, Nick? The soup guy back at Lukhym’s jail? His 
name was Pyotr.” 


“What?” Nick tried to jerk up, but Evan held on to him tight. 


“How'd you think Rissa knew to come and blackmail me 
out?” 


Now that Evan mentioned it, how did Rissa know? “You 
mean...” 


Evan shrugged. “I’m just saying | think Rissa has her fingers 
in more than one pie.” 


“Obviously.” Nick could sure as hell attest to that. 
Now Evan elbowed him. 


Nick grunted, getting the point. “I know. If Rissa’s got 
connections to your Russian mafia 


then we've really got nobody left to trust. Is that what 
you're saying?” 


“Yeah.” Evan sighed as the severity of their situation crept 
back on him. “We should 


really just sneak our asses out of here.” 
“That what you want to do?” Nick asked. 
“No.” 


“Me neither.” He sure as fuck wasn’t going to leave Evan 
here to deal with this mess on 


his own. 
“Just two fools rolling around in the hay,” Evan said. 


Nick wasn’t buying that crap. He had a mighty strong 
suspicion. “You’ve got a plan, 


don’t you?” 
Evan slowly smiled into the crook of Nick’s arm. “I do.” 
Chapter Eleven: Oysters Shells and Mirrors 


“This plan sucks. And not the fun kind of suck like in your 
‘fuck and nap’ plan. This plan 


just sucks a big old egg,” Nick said. 


The two men stalked across the steppes in the pitch dark. 
They had parked the old truck 


about three miles north of the dig site. Evan had convinced 
him he could find their camp without the aid of any light by 
just “following where the stars lead.” 


Nick thought that was a load of bullshit and told him so. 


Evan asked if he had any better plan of getting to their 
camp unseen. 


Nick didn’t. So there they were, two fools tiptoeing through 
the Ukrainian night in search 


of camels. Nick wondered where his life had gone so wrong. 


“Do we have a plan, beyond the whole sucking-egg plan?” 
Nick asked casually as he 


leaped one of those damned tumbleweed things. Damn it, 
but he was not going to get taken out by the fucking plant 
life. Another disastrous thought reared its ugly head. “Do 
you happen to know if there have been any other virulent 
archaeologists digging open graves around here? 


Sure, you and | might know your own holes but...” 


Nick heard a snicker. He grinned, hoping his own little plan 
of distracting the professor 


from all-consuming stress was working. 


* OK OK x 


It was only a half hour later when Nick’s hand clamped 
down on the archaeologist’s 


shoulder. He whispered, “We’re being watched.” 


Evan stopped his blind search of the pit’s wall, closed his 
eyes, and hoped with all his 


heart. “Is that your paranoia talking or...” 
“Or.” 


“Shit.” Evan spit out before picking up his pace and going 
right back to work. “Any 


movement?” His hand hovered over the rock covering the 
known hidey-hole. 


“Slow. They’re inching, mostly watching.” 


“And waiting for this,” Evan mumbled as he reached inside 
the small crevice and pulled 


out the wrapped bundle of gold camels. Slowly and with 
exaggerated care, he laid the plaques out across his lap. He 
pretended to count them. “Well?” 


“I’m thinking there’s interest,” Nick reported after squinting 
a little more into his 


strategically placed mirror. “They're definitely huddling.” 


After five minutes of spitting and shining the little humped 
guys into bling-like 


brightness, Evan let out a string of very colorful curses and 
then asked again, “Nothing?” 


“Nada.” Nick must have hated saying it. “What else have 
you got?” 


Evan dropped his chin to his chest and sighed. “Any way of 
telling if the Mayor has made 


the trip?” 


“I’ve been trying to figure that out, but you’ve got to admit 
she’s not one to flaunt her 


femininity to the masses. All | can tell is that we’ve got three 
burly ruffians up there with a night scope and a couple of 
guns bigger than yours. You don’t think...” 


Evan shook his head, despising that his carefully chosen 
menagerie of nasty weapons was 


so close, yet so far away. “We head for the tent and they'll 
know something is up. Besides, | bet they’ve already turned 
that place inside out.” 


“I’m sure going to miss that knife.” 
Snickering, Evan re-wrapped the dromedaries and stood up. 


Nick reluctantly joined him, hating to give up his prime 
spying spot. “Now what?” 


“We change pits, carefully. Make sure they know we’re not 
heading out just looking for 


more goodies.” 
“So, lay on a John Wayne kind of a swagger? Got ya.” 
Evan couldn’t help it. He laughed. 


Giving the professor a supportive elbow to his gut, Nick 
asked, “What are we going to 


give them?” 


“Oyster shells and a mirror.” Evan ignored the doubtful gaze 
he was no doubt receiving. 


“If the mayor’s out there, this will definitely get her 
attention.” 


“That’s what we want?” 
“She'll make her move.” 
“| repeat: that’s what we want?” 


“They’re not going to let us walk out of here. I’m just trying 
to make sure they don’t 


mow us down with those big guns before we've got a 
chance to play.” 


Ten minutes later, they had their opportunity. 


* OK OOK OX 


The wind whipped through the steppes, swirling and 
churning the long grass like hot oil 


upon a fire. The moon cowered away. The hunters and their 
hunted stood on the hillside, 


enveloped in a lantern-shattered dark. 


Although Nick had a reasonable hatred for the whole 
concept of throwing up your hands 


and surrendering, he had to admit that this time it had been 
their only option. Sure as hell didn’t mean he had to like it, 
though. 


Mayor Sashenka Borsch was the first to breach the silence. 
She held the oyster shells and 


mirror reverently in her hands. “How long had you planned 
on keeping these treasures from 


me?” 


Although it was clear she was addressing the professor, it 
was the photographer who 


answered with a derisive snort. “Treasures? A smashed-up 
mirror and some stinky leavings from dinner? Hey, you 
should check my trash out. How do you feel about chicken 
bones and beer 


bottles?” 


The mayor did not laugh; in fact, she showed no reaction at 
all. Her steely eyes bore 


steadily into Evan’s face. “Professor Dyer?” she prodded. 
“How long?” 


Evan winced and shoved his hands deep into his front jeans 
pockets. He resembled a 


recalcitrant teen hauled by his ear into the principal’s office. 
He had the attitude to match. 


“Didn’t think you'd be interested. Most people aren’t.” 
“Lam hardly most people,” she predictably countered. 


“I’m docking you a point on originality for that one, Mayor. If 
you're going to play with 


the big boys you’re going to have to grow some beefier balls 
than clichés.” Nick teetered from his heels to his toes. He 
was the picture of charm on a smart-ass kick. 


Again, Sashenka ignored him. She took a step closer to her 
professor, a conspiratorial 


gleam to her cold eyes. “I know what these mean.” She 
shook the shells and mirror gently. “And so do you.” 


Evan shrugged, the scholastic air coming naturally to his 
speech. “It’s conjecture, nothing else.” 


The woman‘s face dissolved into dangerously cavernous 
dimples. “It’s nothing else only 


until you find that something else.” 

“Ooh, deep,” Nick piped in. 

“Be silent,” the mayor hissed. 

Nick’s arms shot up straight in to the air. “Score!” 
Evan chuckled. 


The Mayor stepped closer to Evan. “Professor Dyer,” she 
chastised, “you are above such 


nonsense as this man. You speak only to me or you speak to 
no one at all.” 


Nick singsonged, “Lady, he chuckled. Not talked. Chuckled. 
C-H-U-C-K-...” 


“Silence!” 


Evan deflected her attention away, “You’re jumping to 
conclusions, Sashenka. Yes, the 


presence of oyster shell containers and bronze mirrors are 
two markers of a priestess burial, but...” 


“You have found more?” she accused. 


“No,” Evan immediately assured. “And that’s just my point. 
Until more excavation can 


be done there is no way to tell what we've got. You’ve 
jumped the gun on this one, Mayor. I’m sorry.” He truly 
appeared to be sorry too. Now, if Evan could just trick her 
into giving him more time to work the site, they would have 
a chance to get themselves and the truly magnificent finds 
out of her lethal reach. It was a long shot but was the only 
shot left to them. 


The muscles in her jaw twitched in tension as she 
considered her narrowing options. 


Nick saw the indecision too and decided to push just a little 
bit farther and harder. It was a choice he would forever 
regret. Putting on his best “kindly commiserating” face, Nick 
offered, 


“Look, Mayor. | Know you’ve got pressure coming down on 
you from the top, but you've still 


got an opportunity to pull your ass out of the fire...” 


“| warned you not to speak,” she snarled at Nick, then 
turning to the third armed man, she 


directed coldly, “Shoot him.” 


“No!” Evan shouted as he moved to put himself between 
the gunman and Nick. 


Evan didn’t make it. 

One shot was fired. 

The target went down. 

Nick never knew what happened. 


One second he was standing there, alive and breathing. The 
next, Evan Dyer lay on the 


ground with a hole in his chest. 


From somewhere, from someone or something, Nick heard 
screams. It wasn’t until he 


was being hauled to a SUV on the other side of the hill, that 
Nick realized the screams were his. 


A blow to the back of his head put him out of his freshest 
misery. 


Chapter Twelve: Griffins and Dogs 


Nick Paris awoke to the pull of a needle through his skin. 
The sharp pinprick of pain was 


on his inner thigh, only inches away from his groin. He 
jerked away as consciousness flooded back through him. He 


didn’t jerk far. Two things became painfully clear in those 
first few 


moments. First, he was tied down. Second, he had been 
blindfolded. Nick knew that whatever 


was going on, he was deep in the shit. 


Another thrust of a needle into his thigh wrenched out a 
moan from the back of his throat. 


He was not gagged, a fact he was determined to make them 
regret. He just really wished he still had his pants on. The 
feel of cold metal under his bare tush was unmistakable. 
With the position of his arms, still thankfully clothed, 
wrapped in a tidy knot behind his back, he was fairly certain 
he was tied up in some kind of chair. The fact that his legs, 
also still clothed, from his knees to his ankles were spread 
wide and wrapped to a pair of metal legs also helped with 
the identifying thing. It was a sensible solution for any bad 
guy or gal, though again a bit cliché. Tie up the good guy 
and threaten murder and mayhem. They had gotten it half 
right. Good guy, relatively 


speaking, tied up. Check. The threatening death and 
destruction thing, however, had been tossed out the 
proverbial window, replacing the trusted classic with a 
naked ass and needle kinky 


combo. Whatever the hell they were up to, Nick Paris was 
fully prepared to call foul. In fact, that’s just what he did. 


“Foul!” 


Whoever was having the pleasure of puncturing some of his 
most prime real estate, 


jumped out of her mayoral shoes. Mayor Sashenka Borsch, 
unsurprisingly, was the fiend 


wielding the needle. Her less than ladylike squeal was 
followed by a string of Ukrainian curses Nick was sure Evan 
could put in his little black book of foreign four-letter 
damnations... 


Evan. 


Nick couldn’t think of that horror now. He wouldn’t. He’d 
wait and think about it as he 


Snapped the bitch’s neck. Then he’d let it all go as he 
followed in Quentin’s lead. He’d stick a gun to the back of 
his throat and fire. 


Evan and Cannon could then tuck themselves safely up 
there in heaven, while Nick and 


Quentin burned for all eternity. 


Nick snorted. It was funny when your Sunday school lessons 
reared their frightening 


heads. A slap to his face brought him out of that reverie. 


“Oh, yeah,” he commented dully. “I had forgotten about 
you. Guess you'll be joining me 


and Quentin in the ol’ hellfire too. Me, I’m hoping for Dante 
to have been right on the money. 


You know, different levels for different devils? l'Il be sure to 
send you a postcard from my circle. Or maybe we could 
text? You think Satan’s got the place wired yet?” 


The closed-fisted punch to his jaw was not unexpected. Nick 
was just glad that she’d finally remembered whom she was 
torturing and switched her curses back to good old 
American fare. He gave her a few moments to finish her 
thought and then laid on a killer smile. “You're going to love 
Quentin...Although | don’t think he went for the whole 
bondage thing. He was 


more of a purist when it came to his violence. Maybe you 
can teach him a few of your tricks, doll face.” 


The kick to his thoroughly unprotected groin, Nick thought, 
was a bit much. 


Once breath was regained and those annoying little stars 
had fled, Nick ratcheted up the 


winning grin again. “If you’re looking for me to get off on 
this, you’re in for a long wait, honey.” 


No slap, no punch, no kick came. 
Sashenka Borsch only giggled. 


“Okay,” Nick reared back as far from the malevolent sound 
as the chair and his binds 


would allow. “Now that was scary.” 
Again, she didn’t bite at Nick’s bait. This time she stung. 


“Ow!” Nick hissed as another of those damned needles 
poked deep into his thigh. 


“Whatever the hell you’re doing down there | hope to God 
you're being sanitary. | hate 


infections and antibiotics make me puke. Care for an 
example?” 


“We burned your professor’s body.” She stopped and Nick 
could imagine that she 


grinned, “After we, of course, severed his head and tossed it 
in one of his holes. Clever, mustn’t you say, Rissa?” 


“One of your very bests, lover.” Rissa Johns preened from 
behind him. 


Nick’s heart and what was left of his hope dropped through 
his gut like a tire iron and 


clean out of his sight. Suspecting dear Rissa was involved 
was a lot less nauseating than knowing it for a fact. Oh 
yeah, was he ever fucked. 


* OK OOK OX 


The dot-to-dot game with a pin and his thigh continued for 
some time after the 


disheartening revelation. Rissa hadn’t said much after that, 
other than cooing over her lover’s, her female lover's, 
handiwork. The thought that he and the Mayor had been in 
the same places freaked him out. He decided to share. “I’m 
sorry but I’ve just got to say it: ick. If you were looking to 
fuck the scum of the Earth, Rissa, | would have given you 
some numbers. No need for you to go scraping the gutter‘s 
toilet. | mean, really, ick.” While Nick admitted it wasn’t very 
wise to taunt the lady holding the Lilliputian dagger, there 
were some truths that just needed to be put out there. 


The Mayor was not amused. “Do you know what I do to you 
here?” The here was 


punctuated by a particularly nasty puncture to her dig site. 


Getting really tired with playing the pincushion in this little 
get-together, Nick hissed 


through the pain. “Anybody ever explain to you the whole 
thought behind the blindfold?” 


Sashenka chuckled. “I thought you were smarter than that. 
Your dead lover, your first 


dead lover | should say, Cannon, | believed thought higher 
of you. Pity to disappoint his rotting bones.” 


Nick refused to dignify that with any kind of a response. He 
clamped hard onto the inside 


of his mouth with his teeth, concentrating on that 
controllable agony alone. This bitch was not going to best 
him. 


With a laugh that chilled the marrow of bones, Sashenka 
drew her fingernail sharply over 


Nick’s wounds. She was no doubt hoping for an 
acknowledgement. She was no doubt 


disappointed. 


“That tickles,” Nick said. He swallowed back the blood that 
had gathered in his mouth. 


He’d probably be paying for that later, but the satisfaction 
of pissing the Mayor off right now was worth just about 
anything. 


Sashenka, however, recovered with a flair that was 
worrying. “You are quite right. This 


tattoo does tickle me.” She giggled once again, probably 
just to rub a little more salt into his festering wound. 


Although Nick had been suspecting some kind of marking 
was going on down there, the 


confirmation of his fears was far less than heartening. 
“Cowboying it up” at this point of the game took a little 
more out of him than he would have liked, but Nick did it. 
“See, now you've gone and done it. My mom is going to kick 
your ass.” 


A weight suddenly straddled his lap. “Shit,” he hissed. It felt 
like a thousand porcupine 


quills had just been shoved down to his thigh bone and 
jiggled. He really hoped nobody would mind if he passed out 
for a few minutes. 


A slap to the back of his drooping head answered that 
burning question. “No nodding 


off,” Rissa whispered into his ear, as she petted his hair like 
a dog. “You're going to love this.” 


Pretty much assured now that it was the dear Mayor on his 
lap, Nick figured, what the 


hell? With every bit of scrounged-up strength he could 
muster, Nick Paris bucked his hips high off the chair, 
sending Sashenka Borsch’s shocked ass clear off of his legs 
and onto what sounded to be a very hard floor. 


There was a brief scuffling around on the ground, a very 
heated curse, then a horrific 


pain. The bitch had just shoved a needle through the top of 
his foot. He cried out like a baby. 


Sashenka rose back to her feet and grabbed Nick’s chin 
between her steel-like fingers. 


She purred into his twisted face, “Torture is best when it is 
Shared.” With Nick still gasping for a painless breath, the 
Mayor ripped the blindfold off of his eyes. From behind, 
Rissa’s fingers clutched his hair and pushed his head down 
to his chest. 


As Nick fought to regain his focus, his eyes flooded with 
soothing tears. He honestly 


didn’t know which hurt worse now, his eyes or his skewered 
foot. The answer quickly became 


inconsequential as his tattoo gained line and definition. On 
the reddened skin of his inner thigh, some kind of 
mythological beast had been drawn in pinpricks of blood. 


“It is a griffin. This beast guards Barbarian treasure.” That 
iron strong hand clamped 


suddenly down on Nick’s unprotected cock. “Have no doubt, 
this treasure is now mine.” With a violent tug and a 
strangled gasp from Nick, the Mayor nodded to Rissa, who 
still held the man’s head down by his hair. 


There was a whisper in his ear. “Told you, you wouldn’t want 
to miss this, Nick Paris.” 


Rissa jerked his head up and laughed. 


A hard look of pure hatred passed across Sashenka’s face as 
she slowly moved out of his 


line of sight. “His torture will not be so pretty.” 


There, about ten feet in front of him, hung a naked but 
breathing Evan Dyer. He was held 


off the ground by a chain attached to a shackle that held 
both his wrists straight over his head. 


The rest of his body was unfettered but limp in 
unconsciousness. His toes barely scraped the floor as he 
swung. A small dart-like puncture was the only wound to his 
chest. The bittersweet truth crawled down Nick’s throat. Out 
there on the steppes, the bitch had tranquilized Evan like 
some kind of animal. 


Tears of relief flowed down Nick’s face. Thank God Evan was 
still alive. Thank God he 


would have one last chance to— 


Sashenka allowed him no time to be thankful. She stepped 
back in front of him, blotting 


Evan again from Nick’s sight and solemnly condemned, 
“When he awakes, | will rape him like a dog.” She stopped, 
smiled crookedly and waited viciously. 


Nick knew what she wanted. Now that he knew Evan was 
alive he was going to do 


everything in his power to keep him that way. “Fuck me 
instead.” Although her eyes twinkled in a morbid 
satisfaction, she did not agree to the trade-off. Nick knew he 
had to give her more. 


“Make Dyer watch.” Nick used his last name, distancing 
himself from the man he knew would 


never forgive him for what he was about to do. “He won’t 
allow it to happen. He’ll fold and tell you where the rest of 
the gold is hidden.” 


“There is more.” She did not ask, she simply confirmed it 
aloud to the world. 


Nick rolled his eyes dramatically. “Of course there is. He’s 
shown me.” 


“Where?” she demanded under thin layer of feigned 
patience. 


“Please. He may let me fuck him but he sure as hell doesn’t 
trust me. | haven’t seen hide 


nor hair of that stuff since the first day.” Nick was relying 
heavily on the supposition that the Mayor didn’t know shit 
about Evan. 


“What did you see?” she asked, no doubt testing the 
veracity of his claim. 


“A silver drinking horn.” He knew there was some fancy 
word for it, but he couldn’t 


think of it now. “It had a carved ram’s head as its mouth.” 
Sashenka began to beam. 


Nick reeled her in. “Dyer was proudest of that sword, 
though. Hell, it must have been 


over three feet long. He said it was probably only used on 
horseback, and it would have been too long for a woman to 
wield from the ground.” 


“A woman,” she repeated, the cat smelling the helpless 
Canary. “He knew?” 


Nick snorted. “Of course he knew. But you could rape that 
boy’s ass every hour of every 


day and he would never give up that junk to you.” 


“But you believe you mean more to him than the find of a 
lifetime?” Sashenka laughed 


bitterly. “You are a fool.” 


Nick bristled strategically. “What | know, lady, is that Evan’s 
a man of honor and all that other old school crap.” Nick 
paused, letting her stew in her own foul juices for a 
moment. 


“Believe me or not, | don’t give a shit. But you and | both 
know that it’s your only chance, mayor. Grab it.” 


Sashenka did just that. Bending forward and down, she 
grabbed his bare thighs in her 


hands, bracing her mouth’s descent on to Nick’s waiting 
cock. She swallowed him whole. With her teeth gnawing at 
his base of his wide shaft, her throat played orgasming cunt 
to the suddenly, desperately weeping head. 


Nick’s initial shock was quickly and expertly fucked right out 
of his system. The lady 


was a damned genius at giving head. He didn’t have a 
chance in hell of denying the bitch a 


mouthful of come. Under his shirt, he could feel his nipples 
harden, the nubs rubbing wantonly against the thin cotton 


as he gasped heavily and fast. His impaled foot be damned, 
all his toes were curling painfully into themselves. His balls 
had pulled up and now throbbed against the feverishly 
working muscles of her throat. With hands fisted and jerking 
uselessly in their 


deviously tight knots, Nick gave up the game of denial and 
threw his head back and roared to the heavens like an 
enraged animal caught in the jaws of a steel trap. He was 
going to come— 


Reading his body’s coming betrayal with her tongue, 
Sashenka waited until the first wave 


of pleasure began to devour him. As his body began to seize 
in forced orgasm, she bit down hard on his full and ripened 
Shaft. 


His roar became a deep, guttural scream. In the disorienting 
pain and ruthless pleasure, 


his concussed mind literally shorted out. As his hot seed 
rocketed out of his cock in wave after wave of raw ecstasy, 
his brain cells exploded into blinding light and dumbing fire. 


All consciousness came to a sudden, irretrievable end for 
Nick Paris. 


* OK OOK OX 


Evan Dyer was dragged back to his senses with a slap to his 
bare balls. Luckily for him, 


whatever drug they had shot into him had dulled the sharp 
pain down to the point that it was felt more as a memory 
than a current event. He didn’t even flinch. His body 
remained limp as his mind regained speed. It was an 


advantage even the groggy-minded Evan planned to use to 
his 


upmost advantage. 


When Evan’s dad had taught him the importance of 
observation he had offered a couple 


of tricks on how to do it without looking like you’re doing it. 
Evan’s favorite had always been the sleeping eye game. 
The key to its success was, surprisingly, stamina. Over half 
the 


population of the world sleeps with at least part of one eye 
open. Usually it’s only a crack, not noticeable at all unless 
the other person is right in your face. In short, if they’re not 
looking for it, they’re not seeing it. Evan doubted the mayor 
and her goons gave a shit about his closed eyes. 


This was where the stamina part came in to play. Working 
too fast at cracking his eyes open, he sure as hell would be 
caught; working with too much caution and he’d never see 
shit. So, it was very slowly that Evan began to slit his eyelids 
open. 


At first all he could see were his own lashes. A little bit 
more, and Evan could make out 


Shapes and basic directions. It was crucial to fight the 
blinking impulse. Relaxing his eyes for a moment as they 
were already beginning to feel the strain, Evan shut them 
completely. Damn, he was out of practice. Taking the respite 
as an opportunity to listen, Evan could pick out no auditory 
Surprises. The Mayor was not close but across the room. She 
was whispering something in Ukrainian. She received no 
reply. In fact, there was no other voice at all. Evan refused to 


worry, but he did decide to hurry his eye spying break to an 
end. 


It took a few minutes for Evan to do it, but when he did, he 
could effectively see the 


entirety of the room laid out before him. 
It was bad. 


They were in an old school gymnasium. Bleachers were 
folded up into themselves and 


lined the concrete block walls with their chipped red paint. 
The wooden floor that had apparently covered the cement 
Swimming pool was long gone. The deep rectangular box 
now lay dry and 


empty. A cement diving board stood out over the edge of 
the would-be pool at a height of not more than three feet. It 
was this feature that stood out most in the room bathed 
with florescent light. It was to this feature that a naked Nick 
Paris was cruelly attached. 


Over the cavernous pool, Nick was tied down like a dog. 
Steel cables wound around his 


calves lashed his shins to the diving board. There was just 
enough give in the wired restraints to allow his ankles to 
flex. The top of one foot lay flat on the board, the other 
foot’s ankle was bent, his toes curled and scraping against 
the sandpaper-like surface. 


Nick’s naked ass was stuck up in the air, his starred hole 
lying open, the bulls-eye to any target. However mightily his 
thighs, his glutes, and his hips fought the exposed position, 


he could not move. He was caught in a brilliant web of 
bondage. 


The key was his arms. From elbows to wrists, they too were 
bound to the diving board by 


the same wire. With great care and skill, his elbows had 
been lashed less than two feet from his knees. The resulting 
position was one of a dog, a dog with his tail-less ass 
peaked, open, and waiting. Struggles only meant wiggling, 
bringing even more unwanted attention to his 


handsomely muscled though contorted body. 


Evan wondered briefly why Nick wasn’t talking, running his 
mouth off with damnations 


or razor-sharp sarcasm. His answer came into sight as Evan 
Slowly swung around from his 


ceiling hook. Between his jaws, Nick Paris wore a gold 
horse’s bit. Even from this distance, even from his awkward 
angle, Evan immediately recognized the bit and its harness 
to be 


Sauromatian, one of the tribes of the Black Sea Barbarians. 
The piece was no doubt priceless. 


The fact that Sashenka had held onto it instead of selling 
the artifact to the highest bidder troubled Evan deeply. For 
the first time he truly realized this wasn’t about the value of 
the gold. 


He wasn’t playing with a money-hungry bitch. That would 
have been too easy. No, he was 


dealing with a lunatic with a sadomasochist and Barbarian 
kink. How fucking wonderful was 


that? He wondered briefly if the higher-ups in the Russian 
mafia knew about her eccentricity. 


Suddenly, somebody spanked his ass. Hard. His body that 
he forced to remain limp spun 


around dizzily on the hook for what seemed like hours. 
When his disoriented mind finally caught on to the fact that 
his body was no longer moving, he spent the first few 
moments fighting a hellish case of nausea. The next, 
knowing there wasn’t a damned thing he could win by 


confronting the spanker, Evan gave over to an assessment 
of any apparent injuries to Nick. It only took a short time to 
realize that Nick’s body showed no signs of struggle, no 
indications of being manhandled. So the question remained: 
how the hell did they manage to get Nick into that position? 
He could think of only one answer: Nick had allowed it, no 
doubt bartering up his ass and his soul while playing hero. 
Sashenka must have loved that. At that moment, Evan Dyer 


damned the Mayor’s soul to the gutters of hell. 


A hot, heavy breath on the back of his neck suddenly drew 
his thoughts of retribution 


away. Survival again took the forefront. The chill blades that 
ran down his spine and up his arms he could only pray 
would go unnoticed. He wasn’t ready for his charade of 
unconsciousness to end. He still needed some time 
unabated to decide what the hell he was going to do. 


As a rush of Ukrainian words were nuzzled into his ear, Evan 
knew for damned sure that 


he and Nick hadn’t reached rock bottom quite yet. Even 
seen in its best light, the voice belonging to the invading 
breath was going to at least complicate matters. In the 
worst light, this revelation could very easily be a death 
sentence. Evan was honestly starting to hate surprises. 


A beefy arm suddenly wrapped itself around Evan’s waist. 
Firmly, a hand splayed out 


across the tender skin between navel and dick. Evan was 
drawn helplessly back against the 


thankfully still clothed man. The buckle of his belt was ice 
cold against Evan’s ass cheeks. He shivered and prayed to 
God that Lukhym Truss didn’t notice. 


Surprisingly, the next words off of the officer’s lips were in 
English. “He is still dead to the world.” 


“Why do you speak in English?” the Mayor asked in 
annoyance. 


“So that Paris understands and suffers. He can do nothing 
while we can do anything.” 


Lukhym’s fingertips clawed deep into Evan’s skin. 


The muscles in his lower abs jerked away from the 
unexpected pressure. There was no 


way Lukhym couldn’t have felt it. With his heart firmly in his 
throat and sluggish mind churning furiously to come up with 
a plan, Evan waited for his ruse to be revealed. 


Lukhym didn’t disappoint. “The man plays us for fools.” The 
fingers of his other hand 


slowly wrapped around Evan’s throat. They, however, did 
not squeeze. Lukhym continued, 


“Paris does not surrender so easily. He schemes even now 
as he kneels to be raped.” There was no mention of Evan. 


The professor didn’t know what was going on. There was no 
way in hell that Lukhym 


was that clueless. He had to know the truth. So why the fuck 
wasn’t he betraying him to the mayoral bitch? Evan figured 
his only choice was just to keep hanging there and listen. 


“Are you perhaps interested in Paris yourself, dear Lukhym?” 
Sashenka taunted. “l 


thought your tastes were only for the females.” 


Teeth suddenly bit down on Evan’s ear lobe and pulled. The 
“shhh...” Evan heard tucked 


into his ear was Surely a dirty trick of his imagination. Evan 
did his damnedest not to move. 


Letting go of his morsel, Lukhym explained easily to the 
Mayor, “Not Paris. | like this man’s flavor on my tongue. It is 
a first for me. | am curious.” 


“Ahh!” Sashenka smiled predatorily. “Wake him up and play. 
You have earned such a 


due.” 


The fingers released Evan’s throat and traveled slowly over 
Evan's jaw line and up to his 


soft blond hair. “I prefer him like this. Quiet and pliable.” 


Sashenka shrugged, obviously becoming bored with the 
officer’s desires. “Do as you 


will. Just be sure that he is secure in his chains.” 


Lukhym’s roving hand left Evan’s hair and traveled up his 
arms to his shackles. He ran 


his fingers along the rough metal two times before declaring 
with assurance. “He will go 


nowhere we do not take him.” 


“Good. Good.” Sashenka prepared to go back to her work. 
“He is your buffet as long as 


he sleeps.” 


“Thank you, ma’am.” Lukhym said to the Mayor just before 
he went back to work on 


Evan’s ear. His next words were only a shadow of a whisper. 
They were words only Evan could possibly hear. “Stall for 
two hours. You are loose.” 


Evan feared he had lost it. After all the years of shitty stuff 
he’d finally ran smack dab 


into insanity. It was then that he felt the slight change in the 
Shackles. They felt looser, still clasped, but loose enough 
that with some finagling Evan was sure he could get free. 


Evan could have kissed the wily ol’ Lukhym, that is if 
Lukhym wasn’t so busy giving his 


inner ear a hickey. 


Through the slit in his eyes, Evan looked at Nick and willed 
his lover just to hold on. For two more hours, just please 
hold on. 


* OK OOK OX 


Meanwhile Nick was busy counting ways to disembowel 
Lukhym Truss through his 


nose. As if the position he was trapped in wasn’t humiliating 
enough, now he had to watch 


another dirty cop get his rocks off on his unsuspecting 
partner. 


He had woken up from his second forced nap of the day to 
find himself like this, with his lover like that. 


Life sucked. And as the Mayor got back to her duties of 
Madame Molester, Nick 


Supposed in just a few more minutes life wouldn’t be the 
only one sucking. 


From beneath his bit and harness, Nick sighed. Why did this 
shit always happen to him? 


A brief glance at Evan squashed those selfish thoughts with 
a sickening thud. Evan Dyer 


had been through enough in his life. No matter what it took, 
no matter to what lengths he had to suffer, Nick Paris was 
damned sure Evan was going to make it out of this alive and 
as unscathed as Nick’s humiliation could buy. 


As another dab of ice cold gel was rubbed into the curve of 
his back, Nick just wished he 


had a hell of clue what the bitch was doing back there. 


* * *With the obsessive patience of the truly mad, Sashenka 
Borsch glued another gold camel along the spine of her 
tethered captive’s back. Eight Barbarian plaques now 
decorated her pet’s nude body. With the bit and its harness 
having already been put to its intended use, there was only 
a very few more items of her own personal collection left to 
be applied. 


The gold torque in the shape of an encircling snake would 
be the last of her treasures to 


be adorned on her beast. She would use the choker as she 
had always dreamed. She would 


garrote the shy photographer at the exact moment his 
orgasm was pulled unwillingly from his body. His death 
would be beautiful and quick. 


Chapter Thirteen: Tongues, Deals, and Roots 


When Lukhym was commanded to wake the professor up 
with a tongue up his ass, Evan 


knew the time for playing possum was over. It was time to 
Stall. 


Unfortunately for his time management plans, Evan had 
never been rimmed before. The 


feel of the warm, wet organ as it slowly circled his back door 
was a new and apparently 


thoroughly enchanting experience to all sex parts up front. 
For the first few minutes, Evan had things somewhat under 
control. His dick was only rousing groggily awake, a little 


twitch, a little hump here and there. Legitimately, Evan 
could still pull off the drugged sleep ruse. He bought about 
five minutes of Lukhym’s two hours like that. The Mayor 
then screeched something in 


Ukrainian and Officer Truss’s tongue promptly broke and 
entered into Evan’s rear entrance. 


Evan’s cock was now wide-eyed, perky as hell, and raring to 
go wherever that wonderful 


tongue led. He didn’t have much choice but to join in his 
Shaft’s pert wakefulness. Jerking his eyes open as if startled 
from a deep sleep, he tried his best to look surprised and 
confused at the state of his newly discovered world. With a 
tongue up his ass for the first time, Surprise really wasn’t 
that hard to fake. The trouble was that it felt damned good, 
and he couldn’t spare any of his wits to a fucking good time. 
Thankfully a voice and an all-too-familiar figure brought a 
welcomed distraction. 


“I have been told a story.” Sashenka sat in a chair before 
him. Her legs were crossed, her 


left foot bobbing up and down to an upbeat rhythm only she 
could hear. She took a far too dainty sip of the vodka she 
held in a glass in her right hand. Evan had seen this woman 
drink. She could chug them back with the huskiest of men. 
She was playing with him now. It made Evan nervous. 


He bit back a smile. Nervous was good. Nervous made him 
sharper, made him quicker, made 


him just another notch more lethal. 


“A lie or a tale?” he asked with a gentle curiosity as if they 
were sitting across from each other at a fine restaurant 


enjoying a good bottle of wine. 


She chuckled, impressed at his question and his style. 
“Actually, one of each.” 


“And which one did | tell?” He saw that his query caught her 
a little off guard. He 


allowed himself a smile, ignoring the pre-come now merrily 
weeping out of his dick. 


“Then you are admitting to one?” She tilted her head in 
Surprise. 


Evan would have shrugged if he wasn’t hanging around like 
a Slab of meat. “I’m 


admitting to both.” 


“And why would you do that? A delayed sense of guilt, 
perhaps?” 


“Hardly. | pretty much cracked my moral compass when | 
killed my ex.” Evan hoped that 


would shoot a hole in some of her smugness. 


It did. “Now, you do lie,” she spat, uncrossing her legs and 
gulping down the rest of her 


vodka. 


“Ask Lukhym. He knows.” Yeah, he knew he was putting 
their only hope in hell on the 


spot but Evan really, really needed that tongue out of his 
ass. 


It worked. Lukhym pulled away and lied, “He tells the truth.” 


She roared out of her chair, all semblance of control and 
sadistic grace gone as she 


shattered the glass against a near wall. “Why didn’t you tell 
me? Do you dare betray me for him?” 


Lukhym stood up and moved in front of a defenseless Evan. 
He tried to calm her 


escalating wrath. “The information was just learned today. It 
is trivia. What does it matter?” 


“You are of no matter.” She angrily brushed Lukhym away 
and returned her attention to the meat hanging before her. 
“Enough of the games. You lied. Tell me why or | will cut off 
the photographer's balls.” 


Evan did his best to ignore the panicked gasp from the 
bound balls owner. 


“Why do you think, Sashenka?” Evan put on his very best 
exasperated face. “I worked 


damned hard to get that stuff and | didn’t want you to take 
it. Nothing personal, just business, just my whole fucking 
career.” Evan rolled his eyes, looking thoroughly 
disappointed at her ignorance. 


Just as hoped, she did not appreciate his attitude. Once 
again, she cut to the chase. “Tell me where the sword and 
rhyton are.” 


Evan glanced over to the bound Nick and raised a brow in 
staged question. He did his 


best to look disgusted and quite measurably betrayed. 
“Chatty, isn’t he?” 


Maliciously, she grinned. “But he talks no more.” 


Evan nodded; she did have a point. Screwing up his face, 
sucking his bottom lip between 


his teeth Evan played the man in the midst of a heavy self 
deliberation to a T. With a well-calculated sigh, Evan feigned 
a modicum of defeat. “I’m doubting whether Paris is worth 
it, but l'II make you a deal. You get the rhyton and the sword 
and | get his ass, no seconds.” Sure, he had another eighty 
minutes to waste but he wasn’t about to do it allowing Nick 
to be skewered by this crazy whore. 


“Have you not had his ass before?” she asked Evan 
suspiciously. 


Evan laughed. “Not with him trussed up like that.” 
“The rhyton first.” So maybe she wasn’t so crazy after all. 


“Agreed. Send one of your henchmen for it. When he gets 
back, | get to fuck him.” 


“Perhaps.” Slowly, with a dastardly sway to her hips, 
Sashenka stepped up to Evan and 


idly fingered his still half-erect member. “Then again, 
perhaps not.” 


Having to grit his teeth to belay the moan her hand was 
casually beckoning from his 


body, Evan was losing patience. “What do you mean? Is ita 
deal or not?” 


As punishment for his attitude, Sashenka raked her 
thumbnail deep along Evan’s shaft. 


This time there was no stopping the reaction. Evan groaned 
in pain. 


Sashenka slowly wet her lips as she mused aloud, “There is 
conjecture that the infamous 


Amazons of these steppes would put their captured men 
into a stone ring. They would manacle the prisoners 
together, strip them of all their clothes, and decree that the 
first man made to come by the other would be the one 
killed. The other would be allowed to live and procreate with 
the female warriors of the tribe.” 


Evan bit back the “bullshit” that jumped immediately to the 
tip of his tongue. He was 


trying to make a deal here not give the woman a lecture on 
the dangers of silly urban legends. 


Besides, he really didn’t need a repeat of that thumbnail. 
“So,” Evan egged on, already hating where he could see this 
going, “what kind of deal do you have in mind, my 
Amazon?” 


Sashenka, however, beamed. She toyed with the idea for a 
moment, her eyes afire. 


Finally, she countered, “You play. | watch.” 
“No interference. Just me and him.” 


The Mayor nodded her head gravely. “You win, you can keep 
your sword. You lose, | 


tack your balls to my wall.” 


There was a brief, muffled uproar from the man who had a 
three-day-old affinity with 


the threatened balls. Mayor and professor ignored it. 


“Dare | ask what Nick gets?” Evan asked, needing all the 
cards laid out on the table 


before deciding whether to pass or play. 
“Nick Paris gets freedom.” 


Evan snorted, personally affronted at being taken for such a 
fool. “And you expect me to 


believe that?” 


“Rissa, release the photographer.” Sashenka relished the 
look of amazement on all of her 


audience’s faces. “Start with his bit.” 


* OK OOK OX 


Ten minutes later, Nick Paris stumbled to his feet. He 
borrowed some of Evan's 


internationally flavored curses as he worked out some of the 
nastier kinks. He’d kept his mouth shut, not wanting to jinx 
this utterly idiotic move of the Mayor’s. He needed all 
extremities free and clear before he started laying in on 
these chicks. Oh yeah, Rissa was on his list. She’d fucked 
him once, Nick wasn’t about to let her fuck him, even 
literally, again. There was fixing to be some very colorful 
hell to pay. 


Unfortunately, Sashenka had another curve ball to throw. 
“Now, tell me where the rhyton 


is, professor, and | will allow Nick to release you.” 


When Evan didn’t immediately begin spouting out GPS 
coordinates, Nick had no 


problem threatening the good professor, “Talk or I’m getting 
Mama Darrow on the phone.” 


Evan talked. 


* OK OOK OX 


Five minutes later, Nick defended the scathing look he was 
receiving. “Didn’t leave mea 


whole lot to deal with, Evan.” Nick fussed as he carefully 
reached up and unfastened the shackle the rest of the way. 


The Mayor had sent Rissa to retrieve the drinking horn. 
While they waited for her return, 


Sashenka had followed through on her nonsensical word and 
allowed Nick to release Evan. The Mayor, Lukhym, and the 
two henchmen had retreated to a corner for a round of 
vodka. 


Apparently it was some sort of ceremonial feast before the 
grand sport. With the bad guys 


between them and the door, Nick and Evan didn’t have a lot 
of choices other than to talk. 


Not surprisingly, Nick was the one to start. “You know | had 
this all under control.” 


Evan dropped his head and laughed. 


Nick wrapped his arm around Evan’s waist as he loosened 
the final bolt holding the 


professor above the ground. Evan’s bare feet landed with a 
soft thump to the cold floor. Before Evan had a chance to 
even utter a thank you, Nick pulled him into his chest and 
hugged him. He immediately began to ramble into the 
blessed warmth of Evan’s neck, “I thought you were dead. 


| saw him shoot you. | actually saw it, not like...not like 
before with Cannon. | knew, knew, right then that you were 
dead...” With a tattered laugh, he tried too hard to dress up 
the truth behind the admission. “Guess | kind of lost it fora 
while.” 


Just imagining the revisited pain that bitch had put Nick 
through turned Evan’s stomach. 


He swallowed back the bile steadily rising in his throat. He 
hugged Nick closer, his words 


coming unplanned. “Don’t guess you got to snap anybody’s 
neck while you were at it?” 


“Funny.” Nick actually laughed. 
Evan didn’t. “No, it’s not.” He pulled slightly away. “Sorry.” 


With a smile, Nick reached up and cupped Evan’s face 
gently in his palm. “I’ve got to 


say, man, this whole experience of knowing you has been 
very phallic. First there were your holes, then there was your 
knife, and | bet if you give me enough time | could even 
make that damn Kangaroo sweatshirt somehow cockified.” 


“There’s no such word.” 


“Is now.” Nick grunted as he dropped his hand and helped 
Evan limp over to an empty 


chair. “Then we've got this ménage a five going on. The 
next archaeological dig you drag me to I’m getting one of 
those little soy cameras implanted in my front tooth or 
maybe my belly button. 


Can you imagine the dough we’d make off of this stuff?” 
“Cing. ” 
“Huh?” 


“Menage a cing.” Evan held out his hand and waved five 
fingers at the currently 


befuddled man. “How can a person with the last name of 
Paris not know any French?” 


“Not really the time.” As soon as the words were out of 
Nick’s mouth, the photographer 


paled. He looked like he had just seen, or maybe heard, a 
ghost. 


“Hey,” Evan whispered. “Are you all right?” 


Nick forced out a good, hardy laugh. “That’s got to be one of 
the stupidest questions in 


the history of man and his dick.” 


“Yeah.” Evan dropped his head to his chest and sighed. 
“Sorry, wasn’t thinking.” 


“It’s okay,” Nick promised softly. “You fuck, I think. Not 
optimal but doable, big guy.” 


“You're saying I’m going to win?”“I’m saying I’m going to let 
you win. | happen to like 


your balls right where they are.” Nick winked. “How long do 
you think you can drag this out?” 


Time was they’re only friend. 
“Eighty-two minutes.” 


“Eighty-two minutes, huh?” Nick let the words flow off his 
tongue slowly, as if 


contemplating every syllable, every nuance of the sentence. 
His conclusion came as a sad, sad question. “Anyone ever 
tell you that you’re really anal?” 


“Ha. Ha.” Evan could almost imagine the canned laughter 
some editor would have sliced 


in right there. Graciously granting Nick the comedic beat, 
Evan dryly informed him in a voice a little lower than 
absolutely necessary, “Lukhym’s a cop.” 


Nick rolled his eyes. “As a highly educated friend of mine 
once said, ‘Well, duh.’” 


“I mean he’s a good one, you idiot. He’s got your infamous 
cavalry coming. We’ve just 


got to keep each other alive and both of our asses 
recreationally functioning for another eighty-some minutes.” 


“You're serious.” The question mark was notably absent 
from Nick’s statement, as was 


any scrap of humor. 
“Yeah, I’m serious.” 


“Wow.” Nick dropped down to the floor and sat. “Maybe | 
won’t disembowel him for 


rubbing all over you, after all.” 
Evan chuckled. “I bet he’d appreciate that.” 


“Anything to help the administration.” Nick took a deep 
breath, and throwing all his 


common sense to the wind, he announced, “I’m not saying 
sayonara.” 


Evan looked down at him quizzically. Not for a second had 
he thought Nick was going 


to give up and let the Mayor win. “Well, | guess I’m glad to 
hear you’re not giving up, but...” 


Again, Nick rolled his eyes. “Not making some ‘last stand’ 
kind of a statement here, 


Evan. I’m staking my claim.” 
“Huh?” 


“To you.” Nick grinned and slapped the professor’s knee in 
glee. “No Gha-tamgraout for you.” 


“You're speaking Berber.” Evan was thunderstruck. 


Nick ignored him and carried right on. “Did you know, 
professor, that the terms Berber 


and Barbarian might have come from the same root? 
Apropos, don’t ya think?” 


“Again, | say huh?” Evan reached out to check for a fever. 
Nick batted away his hand. “What I’m saying is...” 

He never got to finish. 

All hell suddenly broke loose. 

Chapter Fourteen: Discreetly, They Move 


When the dust had cleared, two men lay dead. One woman 
was sprawled face down on 


the floor; another held a gun. Two police officers were 
kissing and two hearts remained broken. 


It had gone something like this. 


* OK OK OX 


Rissa slammed the gymnasium door as she carried the 
priceless drinking horn in to her 


lover. “It’s beautiful, Sash,” she cooed as she handed the 
velvet-wrapped rhyton to the Mayor. 


“It was just where the professor said.” 


Carefully unwrapping the artifact, Sashenka’s hands shook 
as she held it up to the light. 


“| will drink their blood from this horn.” 


Lukhym stuttered a little as he asked, “Whose blood do you 
wish to taste, Mayor?” 


Rissa, equally nervous, added, “Shouldn’t we give this one 
to Pyotr? The last two of 


these treasures you kept for yourself as well. Do you really 
want to risk them labeling you as greedy?” She finished in a 
whisper, “It is a dangerous game you’re playing, my love.” 


Still staring at her prize, she waved off their words. “We will 
give Pyotr’s men the 


camels. They will be enough to keep them appeased.” 


“Please,” Rissa nearly begged as she reached up and threw 
her arms around her lover’s 


neck. She clung to Sashenka as she cried, “I’m afraid for 
you.” 


Lukhym stepped closer. “Ma’am, | ask again, whose blood?” 


With Rissa still wrapped around her body and shaking like a 
leaf, Sashenka smiled 


sweetly at the officer and assured, “Don’t worry your sweet 
head, Lukhym. You | will keep. 


Paris and Dyer are of whom | speak.” 


“Thank you, Mayor Borsch.” Lukhym bowed his head and 
Slowly backed away. 


Sashenka’s eyes narrowed as she asked the retreating man, 
“You have never called me 


Mayor Borsch before. Why...” 


The doors to the gymnasium burst open. Armed policemen 
stormed in. 


Sashenka’s two nameless henchmen brought up their 
automatic weapons but weren’t 


allowed breath enough to fire. In seconds, they lay dead on 
the floor. 


Lukhym, his own gun drawn, moved quickly to protect Nick 
and Evan. From somewhere 


hidden in his clothes, he tossed Evan his big, ugly knife. The 
professor caught it with one hand while struggling to hold 
back Nick with the other. 


Sashenka Borsch and Rissa Johns were now alone in Nick’s 
sights. 


Lukhym quickly stepped between the enraged Nick and his 
intended victims. He laid a 


hand softly on the photographer’s heaving chest and 
instructed simply, “Wait.” 


As soon as the doors had crashed open and the gunfire had 
erupted, the fine mayor and 


her fine drinking horn made a beeline for a rear exit no one 
knew about. 


No one but Rissa. 


A well-placed trip to the ankle, a well-aimed blow to the 
back of the head and Rissa 


Johns was left standing above an unconscious Mayor Borsch. 
In her hand Rissa twirled her 


lover’s handgun, a .45 she had lifted just moments before in 
her carefully choreographed hug. 


Lukhym released his hand from Nick’s chest. 
Nick was too stunned to move an inch. 
Evan just grinned. 


Lukhym he strode over and proudly kissed the woman he 
now endeared with the word 


“wife.” 
Evan reached over and nudged Nick’s open mouth shut. 


As the rest of the policemen surrounded the felled bad guys, 
Lukhym took Rissa by the 


hand and walked her out to the door. He stood for a long 
time, watching her disappear. Finally, he sighed and made 
his way back over to Nick and Evan. In English far better 
than Shakespeare himself could have spoken, Lukhym Truss 
announced as he pointed to the now- empty door, 


“Gentlemen, may | introduce my wife, Rissa Cotswold?” 
Evan was still grinning. 
Nick was still gaping. 


Lukhym kept on talking. “My wife and | work, discreetly, for 
the U.N. While | have been embedded here as one of your 
‘dirty cops’ for five years, my wife is fairly new to the game, 
although she is in a great deal deeper. She is a mole for not 
only the U.N. but also for the “real” 


Russian mafia, the group run locally by Pyotr. Sashenka has 
been running afoul of both 


international laws and the laws of Pyotr’s men for nearly a 
year now. The taking of you, for example, would never have 
been sanctioned by Pyotr. She is, as you now know, a very 


dangerous woman and had to be dealt with accordingly.” 
Lukhym shook his head sadly. “Since 


she did not die, | will get to take her into the international 
authorities. She will be punished severely, yet discreetly, | 
assure you.” 


Nick gulped and asked, “And if the Mayor had been killed?” 


“Then Rissa would have taken the credit for her murder in 
the name of Pyotr’s men.” A 


wistful though proud smile touched his lips. “Her cover will 
not end here, gentlemen.” 


“And yours?” Evan asked the man who had over the last 
months become his friend. 


“I will move on.” He nodded, looking satisfied with the 
outcome. 


“Hate to tell you, Officer, but that wasn’t two hours.” Evan 
smirked. 


Lukhym grinned. “Have you not realized yet that time 
moves more quickly here? One 


day in the Ukraine is one year in the rest of your world.” 
Lukhym eyed the two men closely. 


“Your artifacts will be returned to you immediately...that is, 
as soon as we un-Super Glue 


certain camels from a certain man’s back.” Lukhym Truss 
actually winked before he turned and walked away. 


Nick stood there for a moment, struck dumb. Finally, he got 
his mind to give up a few 


words. “Is this where we ride off into the sunset?” 


Evan grinned as he slapped Nick’s naked ass. “Not until we 
put some clothes on.” 


With two hearts still broken, two men slowly moved on. 
Epilogue: Nick’s Heart 


As the sun first kissed the pearl-sanded beach, the South 
Pacific sky blushed a brilliant 


pink. Nick chose his steps carefully as he maneuvered down 
the rocky escarpment in the low 


pastel-hued light. Not only was he trying to avoid a bruising 
of his ass on the stones slick with ocean spray, he was also 
trying his best to tread silently. He didn’t want to disturb in 
any way the scene unfolding below him. 


The little girl, Matarena, was busily searching the wet sands 
for shells. By her side was 


her heart, the young boy from her village. While one knelt 
and dug through the heavy sand, the other tiptoed through 
the departing waves scoping out the soon-to-be-uncovered 
territory in which to hunt for treasure. In unscripted tandem 
they moved together in a way they could never move apart. 
Though Nick had never witnessed this innocent dance 
before, he smiled as it felt somehow familiar. 


Finally reaching the beach proper, he slipped his shoes off 
and settled himself into the 


sand. Although he suspected he’d be spotted here, he 
hoped the little girl’s memory was as 


strong as his own. Nick, however, wouldn’t blame her if she 
didn’t recall him at all. They had only met that once. No 
words had been exchanged; she had simply waved and ran 
away. Cannon 


had promised to introduce the two one day. That long last 
day, though, she was late for lunch, a meal Matarena and 
her mother always, without fail, shared. Nick hadn’t minded 
because there would be many other days— 


Scrubbing the heels of his palms into his suspiciously wet 
eyes, Nick took a deep, 


cleansing, though still wavering breath and pushed that 
regret far away. 


The sound of laughter riding the outgoing tide brought his 
face away from his hands and 


his eyes once again to the shell-faring pair. Nick wondered 
their ages. By the world’s standards, he supposed he could 
no longer call them little any more. The boy’s age there was 
no way for him to know, but the girl he knew must be at 
least ten by now. 


Three and a half years had passed since the day Cannon 
had regaled the girl with the 


farfetched tales of a man who made hippos hiccup in the 
clouds. Three and a half years since he’d given Cannon’s 
ashes over to the sea. It had been two years and five 


months since Nick in a Soviet-era Jeep had been bounced 
nauseous and near deaf into Evan Dyer’s life. 


Nick was pulled from his remembrances by the soft 
approach of cautious footprints in the 


sand. 


“You lost?” The boy spoke first as he and Matarena teetered 
a good ten feet away. He 


spoke to Nick in English. Nick couldn’t help but smile at the 
fact that even after all these years, his American stink had 
yet to wear off. 


“No, I’m not lost.” He paused as Matarena inched a little 
closer. When she said nothing 


but only stared, Nick continued on, “I didn’t mean to disturb 
the two of you. | was just here to watch the sunrise.” It was 
a lie but a small one. 


“Where is your camera?” The girl stepped a tenuous foot 
closer. 


“Why?” Nick asked, hoping.. 


Though her feet remained buried in the sand, she leaned a 
little further in and stared just a little bit harder. “I know who 
you are, don’t |?” 


Nick didn’t want to give anything away. The girl could just as 
easily be remembering him 


from the trial and the press that had invaded her home. 
“Well, | have been here once before...” 


“A long, long time ago?” She scrunched up her face. 


Nick chuckled. Only to a child could three and a half years 
be so long. “Yes, it was quite 


a time ago. You would have only been a little girl.” 


“She’s still a little girl,” the boy teased before getting a 
handful of his hair yanked nearly clear of his head. 


Nick hid his laugh behind a cough and chose not to 
comment. Instead, he waited. 


Matarena only needed a few silent moments more. No 
longer tentative and with her face 


blossoming into a wondrous smile, she remarked quite 
proudly, “You are the man who can see 


I’m a mermaid.” 


It was the little boy’s turn to scrunch up his face in utter 
confusion. 


Meanwhile, Nick could only manage a small nod. No words 
would come, only a bitter 


sweetness he didn’t know quite how to handle. He rubbed a 
Shaky hand across his mouth. 


The girl somehow understood. Closing the distance between 
them completely, she held 


out her hand in a gesture of gentle commiseration. “I’m 
sorry your heart died.” 


Nick didn’t ask how she knew all those years ago a truth 
even he had refused to know. 


He didn’t say that he was sorry too, for a losing a friend at 
such a tender age must have hurt so bad. No, he didn’t 
deny her words either. His heart had died that day. Instead 
of saying any of those things, Nick softly put his hand within 
her own and whispered, “Sometimes God gives you 
another.” 


With a small smile she reached up with her other hand and 
patted him on the chest right 


above his heart. “Don’t lose this new one.” She looked out 
to the sea. “I will keep watch over your other one.” 


A tear fell down Nick’s face, but it was quickly brushed aside 
by a twinkling grin. “And 


who can keep my heart better than a mermaid?” 


She smiled, spoke not another word, and simply walked 
away back to the sea. 


* OK OOK OX 


It was noon by the time Nick wandered back to the airport. 
His plane wouldn’t leave for 


another five hours and he planned to spend every second of 
that time in an alcohol-induced haze. 


The small bar at the departure gate should provide just such 
a numbing buzz and the small table in the corner solitude 
his exhausted soul now craved. 


With a tall, cold, umbrella drink in his hand, Nick settled into 
his planned holding 


pattern of the afternoon. 


It lasted all of one sip and two minutes on the bar’s clock. 
He didn’t bother even looking 


up from his sunset-colored cocktail when he heard the chair 
across his little table scrape across the floor. He mumbled 
sourly into his rum, “You're early.” 


Dropping an armful of papers and old books on the table, 
Evan Dyer sat down with an 


exhausted sigh. “I vaguely remember telling you the same 
thing that first day.” 


Despite his best efforts of remaining sour, Nick couldn’t help 
his lips twitching up into a contortion somewhat resembling 
a smile. “You and that damned knife.” He shook his head as 
if trying to dislodge the image now burning in his brain. It 
didn’t work. For good or for bad, some things would never 
be forgotten. For the sake of his teetering sanity, it was time 
to change subjects. Making a pointed glance at the pile of 
disorganized stuff now strewn across the table, Nick 
smirked. “Told you so.” 


“Bastard.” Evan grinned. One of the many reasons Evan had 
cited for not accompanying 


Nick on this trip was a total lack of anything for him to do. 
Evan sure as hell didn’t surf, fishing bored the man to tears, 
and sunbathing he got plenty of out on the steppes or the 
odd desert of the world. When Nick had then promised him 
a veritable shitload of unexplored and nearly forgotten 
archives, Evan had conceded the game. He bought the 
ticket the next day. Evan still owed him one for that 
guileless, however true, sneaky maneuver. 


Nick swirled the rum and fruit around in his glass. He 
watched the colors play with an 


amusement bordering on the juvenile. He wondered how 
long he could put the coming 


conversation off. 


“You can stop playing with your drink.” Evan reached over 
and took the concoction out 


of Nick’s restless hands. “I’m not going to ask you.” He took 
a long, hard sip of the fruity rum and smiled. “I’m just going 
to sit here, enjoy your weird taste in liquor and regale you 
with the tawdry and the mundane minutia of the history of 
Kiribati until our tiny little plane takes us home.” 


“Home,” Nick whispered as he studied his now empty 
hands. “You ever wonder where 


that really is?” 


“Nope.” Evan picked up one of his collection of books and 
began to flip through it. 


“Home is where the heart is. End of story.” 


Nick laughed. It was either that or bawl like a fucking idiot. 
Dragging Evan here had 


been a stupid idea. He had schemed, manipulated, and all 
but nagged the professor to come 


along. Why? Nick didn’t have a fucking clue. Snapping 
himself out of his self-flagellation and in retaliation for the 
blatant drink-napping, Nick reached over and snatched 
Evan’s book away. He began flipping through it with a 
strained studiousness. 


Evan eyed him over the rim of the purloined glass. 


Nick knew this was a game of cat and mouse. He knew Evan 
was dying to know how his 


morning at the beach had went. He knew it was just a 
matter of time until the dear professor broke. All Nick had to 
do was wait him out just a little bit longer. Yep, Evan was 
going to crack, guaranteed. 


Three hours later, Nick was still waiting and Evan was still 
talking some gobbly-gook 


about the use of body percussion in traditional Kiribati 
music. It was a standoff, plain and simple, and high noon 
was rapidly approaching. Nick grabbed the bull by the balls 
and laid out a steadfast ultimatum. “I’m not getting on that 
plane until you ask me.” 


“Nick, would you please get on that plane?” Evan said. 


Sharpening his eyes to practiced slits of doom, Nick 
reminded, “I’ve already gotten away 


with murder once in this country. | can do it again.” 


Evan rolled his eyes and singsonged, “Eenie, meenie, minie, 
moe. Catch a tiger by its 


toes.” 


“Clever,” Nick conceded. He was going to be damned if he 
smiled. 


Thirty more minutes passed with Evan still yapping 
nonsense and Nick still gritting his 


teeth. It was time for another yank at the short and curlies. 
“You know, Evan Dyer, you are the most annoying man I've 


ever fucked.” 


Evan laid down his open book and folded his hands patiently 
on top of it and said simply, 


“Thank you.” 


Nick slammed his hands down on the table, leaned over the 
pile of dusty, scholastic junk 


and hissed into the man’s calm face. “What the hell do you 
want, Evan?” Nick supposed it 


probably was a surrender but at this stage of the game he 
didn’t give a shit. This was going to end now. 


Slowly, Evan joined him in leaning over their table. He was 
only inches away from 


Nick’s face when he said, “Sometimes, Nick, | don’t know 
why | love you so damn much.” 


It was the first time in their three years together that the L- 
word had been mentioned. 


Like a veteran boxer in the ring, Nick took the unexpected 
punch to the jaw and threw 


one of his own to Evan’s gut. “While my freaking problem is: 
not only do | Know why | love 


you, | keep tripping over new reasons to love you. | hate 
that.” And he did. By all rights, Nick should have been 
pissed at the annoying, big-brained brat. Yeah, he loved 
him, had loved him for probably three years, but Evan was 
acting like some kind of...of...spouse. Ah, hell. 


Nick shoved himself back from the table and stormed out of 
the bar. Whether it was by 


some kind of homing instinct or just another hardy laugh of 
fate’s, when Nick’s steps finally halted he was standing 
beneath the same tree Cannon had so blithely plunked 
down beneath on World Geographic’s cover. As soon as this 
little bit of irony made it through Nick’s fuming mind, he 
gave the tree a good, swift kick in its trunk. He immediately 
felt like a ninny and sunk down on his knees to effectively 
hide from his screwy life. 


Evan found him there only moments later. He knelt down in 
front of the photographer 


and gently placed his hand on the bent crown of Nick’s 
head. He ruffled the thick hair softly, then leaned his own 
forehead against Nick’s bowed one. Evan whispered in a low 
broken breath, 


“What happened on the beach?” 


Nick’s chuckle quickly turned into a tearless sob. “I found a 
mermaid to look after 


Cannon for me.” 


Still head to head, Evan nodded as if that was the most 
reasonable thing to be told. After 


a moment of simply shared breaths, Evan asked, “And who’s 
going to look after me?” 


Nick pulled back and away and stared at Evan Dyer like he’d 
just grown a testicle out of 


his nose. When Evan didn’t backtrack, Nick finally coughed 
out a reply of sheer disbelief. “You ask me that now? After 
years of busting my balls over telling your ass to be careful 
you go all 


‘hunk in distress’ on me now? Here?” Emotionally he was 
beginning to flail. “Of all the places, here, under this 
damned tree on this fucking island? You’re a real bastard, 
Evan Dyer, a real fucking bastard.” Nick was unspeakably 
enraged. “I should rip your throat...” And that’s when Nick 
got it. He bowed his head in utter exhaustion. He couldn’t 
take much more of this shit. 


Still on his knees, Evan silently watched. 
Still on his knees, Nick thoroughly kissed him. 


Eventually, Nick released the now-reddened lips to accuse 
softly, “Martyr.” 


By the guilty look in his green eyes, Evan knew he was 
caught. Leaning back on his 


heels, he still lied through his teeth. “I don’t know you 
mean.” 


Nick shook his head and chuckled sadly. “You almost had 
me, too. The one place on this 


Earth that you thought you could drive me to the point of 
kicking your ass out of my life and you play me like a real 
sucker, just like you did that damned mayor.” Nick stopped 
and took a deep breath. His voice was shaken as he asked, 
“You would really have walked away, just like that?” 


Evan shook his head, his eyes locked down on his bent 
knees. “No. You would have 


walked away. You could still walk away. | just gave you a no- 
guilt out is all.” 


“Damn!” Nick dug the heel of his palms into his eyes and 
groaned up to the sky. Even 


after three years, the brilliant professor still couldn’t wrap 
his big, fat mind around the fact that Nick wasn’t one day 
going to up and abandon him. Evan had never brought 
Quentin Darrow’s 


name up, but just the same, Nick knew it and the bastard’s 
ghost was there. “I keep forgetting you’re as screwed up as | 
am.” Nick peeked out from beneath his hand then corrected 
with a 


smirk, “Maybe worse than me.” 


“Ha!” Evan scoffed, avoiding eye contact. “Like that’s 
possible.” 


Nick reached over and nudged Evan’s chin back up. Their 
eyes met briefly. 


Evan nodded. 


Nick winked. “For old times’ sake, professor, you want a dig 
a big hole and fuck like 


Barbarians?” 


“Funny.” Evan rolled his eyes, but those forever honest lips 
did twitch. 


Just as they pulled themselves back up to their feet, a small 
plane roared low overhead. It landed gracefully on the 
runway only a dozen yards away. 


Standing toe to toe with one another, Evan asked, “You 
ready to go home?” 


Nick grinned and patted Evan’s chest, right above his 
fiercely beating heart. “I’m already 


there.” 
From somewhere very near, a mermaid smiled. 


THE END 
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Prologue: Days 

Day. 

OneChapter One: Buried Treasure and Pain 

One year later 

“Beans?” Evan darted a startled look over his shoulder, 
“As in...” 

THUNK! 


Chapter Four: Seawater Tears 

From the back of his knees, up his hamstrings into the 
plump, firm cheeks— 

Chapter Nine: Tomorrow 

there...” 

“Did | say that?” Although, now that he thought about it 
Now that Evan mentioned it, how did Rissa know? “You 
mean...” 

Nick singsonged, “Lady, he chuckled. Not talked. 
Chuckled. C-H-U-C-k...” 

Nick batted away his hand. “What I’m saying is...” 


